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Abstract
The purpose of this thesis was to examine in-migration to depopulating SPAs in
three different countries through a conceptual framework that explores the inmigration effects on the migrant, place and community. The thesis argues that the
effects of these processes are ingrained and dependent on the relationship between
migration and mobilities. The focus was on the spatial, social and temporal aspects
of in-migration to depopulating SPAs. Migration was positioned as a complex,
contextual and dynamic process that is enabled through mobility. For interpretation,
this thesis proposed a particular framework to theorise such processes in
depopulating SPAs. It positioned the experiences of the in-migrant, characteristics of
the place and community responses to the in-migration processes as the products of
the broader mobility context. It identified the four crucial dimensions in this process:
migrant, place, community and mobility. Finally, it offered an insight into the
complex interplay of these dimensions in three countries over five years using
different qualitative methods. By combining interviews, ethnographic approaches,
quantitative descriptive data and an extensive literature review, this thesis attempted
to further elaborate the effects of ‘migration against the tide’ in depopulating SPAs
and provide a more comprehensive system-wide view of this process.

1. Introduction
The purpose of this thesis is to examine ‘in-migration’ to depopulating sparsely
populated areas (SPAs) in three high income countries, within a conceptual
framework that considers the effects of in-migration on the migrant, the place and
the community. The thesis argues that the effects of in-migration on these actors are
deeply embedded in the relationship between migration and ‘mobilities’ more
15

generally. This is aligned with Milbourne’s (2007) conclusions that the interaction of
different mobilities (migration being one) in different combinations in different
places leads to different dynamics and, thus, affects rural population change.
Considering that the depopulating SPAs are not static entities, it is expected that the
in-migration process will alter the existing dynamic and contribute to the continually
changing environment of these areas. The changes in depopulating SPAs’ dynamics
are discernible through four dimensions that are affected by in-migration process
(see Figure 1). These are: 1) place, 2) community, 3) migrant and 4) mobility (which
also serves as the enabler). The in-migration process triggers changes within each of
these dimensions and, thus, affects existing landscape, relationships, attitudes and
provides exposure to different types of mobility. Hence, the existing dynamic of the
given SPA is altered and continuously reshaped.

Figure 1The four dimensions of in-migration in the depopulating sparsely populated areas
affecting migrants experience (developed by the author).

In this thesis, the processes of social and economic change experienced by the
community are referred to as the community’s dynamics. In this thesis, the
community is positioned as a bearer of the ‘identity’ of the place and its residents
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and presents a unique context for potential in-migrants and their experiences. The
interconnectedness of the place and the community shapes these SPAs and affects
their profiles and potential in-migration (Ensign et. al., 2014).
Migration creates space for interaction among migrants, communities and places to
dynamically reshape social structures, identities, attitudes, norms and practices
(International Organization for Migration, 2010). Majority of the rural research
literature is still focused on the rural-urban movements and explores the
outmigration patterns from less to more urban areas. While rural migration is usually
related to movement towards (perceivably) attractive areas, higher quality of life and
overall more balanced lifestyle of an individual, this is usually contrasted to urban
movements, which are depicted as economically beneficial, and as such are aligned
with economic, labour and social theories related to migration research (Vuin et al.,
2016).
There has been an abundant research and literature focusing on the in-migration
process in rural areas. However, relatively little of this literature has considered the
context of depopulating sparsely populated rural areas. The focus has typically been
on ‘high amenity’ areas that experience net in-migration and have well understood
lifestyle and economic attractions for new residents. However, migration scholars
with a focus on depopulating SPAs have observed many forms of in-migration and
acknowledged that this phenomena is under-researched and under-explored primarily
within the larger scope of the urban v. rural dichotomy (Hedlund et al., 2017; ;
Gkartzios et al., 2017; Elshof et al., 2017 Vuin et al., 2016; Stockdale, 2014, 2016;
Eimermann, 2013, 2016; Hedberg & Hanndrikman, 2014; Bijker, Haartsen, &
Strijker, 2012; Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2011; Milbourne, 2007).
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Further to the under-researched phenomena within the destination dichotomy that
observes the rural through a simple ‘absence of urban’ lens, Gkartzios et al. (2017)
noted that an additional challenge for rural researchers was the definition of the term
‘rural’, which has many forms and contexts. While researchers such as Stockdale
(2013, 2014, 2016), Eimermann (2013, 2016) and Peters et al. (2018) drew attention
to the diversity of the types and subtypes of rural areas, only recently has academia
begun to acknowledge that there is considerable diversity among the rural. It has
moved from a simple interpretation of ‘non-urban’ to acknowledge a ‘continuum
along many economic, social and cultural indicators’ (Kulcsár, 2018, p. 4).
Therefore, it is not clear how theories about in-migration and its effects on migrants,
places and the communities that have developed in other rural settings might apply
to depopulating SPAs. Depopulating SPAs are often characterised as ‘declining and
dying’ (Peters et al., 2018), with the focus of research on ‘out-migration’ and few
notable insights into the ongoing processes and changes driven by in-migration.
Consequently, depopulating SPAs are not recognised as areas that can potentially
encourage in-migration, but rather as ageing entities that are beyond the point of
return when it comes to revitalisation. This is apparent when communities lose
sufficient population that they are excluded from formal place-based population
statistics (i.e., national census). Changes that occur in such communities become
‘invisible’ to casual external observers.
Consequently, in-migration to depopulating SPAs is often overlooked and neglected
as an influencing aspect of changeable community dynamics. This implies that it not
only affects residing community members, but it also changes the relationships
among community members and it affects the community’s cohesion and the
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presence or disappearance of certain activities in the community (McCrea et al.,
2014; Andelman et al., 1998). Therefore, in-migration influences a community’s
dimension, as it enables residents and in-migrants to reshape relationships and causes
the emergent or further deterioration of the place and community.
Literature about in-migration to depopulating SPAs in which the context of
depopulation and sparsity of population is overtly recognised and accounted for has
been concerned primarily with the challenges in attracting health professionals
(Patten et al., 2015), or with international in-migration (Hedlund et al., 2017;
Eimermann, 2017). This provides a limited view of in-migration and affirms that
there are still substantial research gaps that need to be addressed when theorising the
relationship between in-migration and its effects on different dimensions that
contribute and shape the potential futures of these communities.

1.1. Depopulating SPAs Within Literature and Research Rationale
This thesis proposes a particular framework for theorising in-migration to
depopulating SPAs. The framework includes the experiences of the in-migrant and
the characteristics of place that might be drivers of migration. In doing so, it extends
on the work of other scholars (Hedlund et al., 2017; Vuin et al., 2016; ; Eimermann,
2015; Stockdale, 2014, 2016; Bijker, Haartsen, & Strijker, 2012) who have
examined the relationship between migration and place in depopulating SPAs. The
framework also considers the characteristics and experiences of the resident
community as it responds to in-migration. Critically, the framework positions the
effects of migration on migrants, places and communities within a broader mobilities
context, noting that there is a complex interplay between the mobility of the migrant,
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the mobilities of existing residents and the mobilising of place and community
assets.
De Haas (2007) stated that the research agenda should strive to reach an improved
comprehension of spatial and social heterogeneity in migration processes and
development relationships. De Haas criticised the general idea of ‘the migration
process’, as it seemingly neglected the wider context within which the process
occurred. He explored the causes and effects separately and suggested that such an
approach should acknowledge that migration decisions occur within certain contexts
that can influence further development (or the lack of it) of the place. Therefore, this
research has attempted to incorporate De Haas’s suggestions and present a more
comprehensive overview of depopulating SPAs and their dynamics, including the
effects of in-migration as one dynamic.
Due to the extended scope of migration-related research, in this thesis the researcher
decided to focus on the spatial, temporal and social consequences of in-migration
process in SPAs. This was achieved through the development of the four dimensions
evaluated as the most important in this process (i.e., place, community, migrant and
mobility).
Instead of researching already established reasons for migration and positioning the
rural and remote areas as homogeneous and mono-ethnic, this research observed the
process of rural migration as complex, contextual, dynamic and facilitated through
mobility (Herdberg & Haandrikman, 2014; Milbourne, 2007). This approach
allowed the researcher to further investigate the existing diversity among these
places and communities and overcome the various lifestyle- and idyll-related
stereotypes that are so often attached to ideas of rural migration.
20

In the rural migration literature, it appears the research agenda was predominantly
focused on higher amenity areas, while the other types of areas were neglected,
leading to the emergence of a specific knowledge base about certain types of rural
areas and their migration patterns. Much of the research focused on ‘sea change’ and
‘tree change’ types of migration to rural areas, which are established lifestyle
movements from metropolitan areas to rural areas. This movement is also described
as ‘counterurbanisation’, the process in which a (usually) urban, older and wealthy
population migrates to rural areas in search of ‘rural idyll’. The key drivers for such
decision are in-migrants’ preference for ‘idyllic rural areas’ over a stressful urban
life, a perceived better quality of life and a return to the ‘traditional values’ that can
be found in rural communities (Stockdale, 2014; Connell & McManus, 2011;
Grimsrud, 2011; Mitchell, 2004).
While migration to higher amenity areas has been well established and explained, inmigration to depopulating SPAs categorised as ‘lower amenity areas’ has been
overlooked. Due to the challenges of depopulation, these places are positioned as
declining, with continually reducing services and fluctuating social hubs and
activities and very few opportunities or resources to enable progress or appeal to
potential in-migrants. However, it is apparent that even depopulating SPAs
experience in-migration that leads to the transformation of the landscape and the
community (Hedlund et al., 2017; Eimermann, 2016;Vuin et al., 2016; Eimermann,
2015; Stockdale, 2014; Bijker, Haartsen, & Strijker, 2012; Böhm, 2011). Lekkas et
al. (2016) contributed to this conclusion, claiming that every transition of the place’s
ongoing development will be followed by changes in the population make-up and
physical environment. All the aforementioned dimensions are dynamic and
changeable; therefore, it is expected that migration could lead to further changes in
21

the landscape that would trigger progression in the place’s ongoing development.
Throughout this process, the three dimensions of place, community and in-migrant
would be affected in some way and would contribute to the transformation of the
rural area, including its landscape, economy and social relationships (Brown, 2014;
Matarrita-Cascante & Stocks, 2013; Abrams et al., 1998).
The effects of this transformation can be ‘visible’ or ‘invisible’, depending on the
dimension (e.g., place v. community, in which the former would present more visible
effects to the external casual observer compared to the latter).The visible effects of
this transformation are apparent in changes in the physical environment or changes
in the population’s demographic profile. Visible effects are also the slight effects of
the transformation that may become apparent only when the external casual observer
revisits, or becomes embedded within, the community. The simplest examples would
be further deterioration of an already deteriorated place, the opening or closure of
existing businesses or the emergence of new activities and groups that were not
previously available. The changes may become visible through noticeboard
advertisements, activities, events and initiatives within the communities. Such
changes might be hard to identify during a first visit, compared to a renovated house
or new services and amenities and other indicative signs of revitalisation in the
depopulating SPA that would be apparent visible effects of transformation. The same
applies to in-migrants—the external casual observer would find it hard to recognise
new in-migrants in the community, unless they have some previous knowledge or
experience in the community. Compared to the visible changes that are apparent to
the external casual observer, invisible changes may become more apparent when the
community dimension is observed over a longer period. The extended observation of
these depopulating SPAs enables even the external casual observer to see how the
22

community’s dynamics, structure and profile are reshaped through the migration
process. The invisible effects are more challenging to identify. These changes are
related to the attitudes and interactions of the residents and the changing character of
the receiving place and community. Such changes are more visible to the local
population and new in-migrants who experience them firsthand. These changes and
experiences are prominent in highly transient communities, in which high turnover
rates may affect residents’ attitudes towards in-migrants and developments and put
strain on the existing relationships and ‘rules’ within the community (Ensign et al.,
2014). Depopulating SPAs are no exception, as new in-migrants and the changing
dynamics and relationships among community members combined with outmigration affect the character of the place, altering it to reflect the new population’s
interactions and attitudes. Consequently, through the constantly changing dynamics,
these depopulating SPAs develop different identities that appeal to different potential
in-migrants.
The type of in-migrants that migrate to depopulating SPAs include semi-retired
entrepreneurs, retired in-migrants, default in-migrants, return in-migrants, escalator
in-migrants, displaced in-migrants, refugee in-migrants, cheaper lifestyle-seeking inmigrants and lifestyle in-migrants (as well as many others that belong to more than
one of these in-migrant types) (Carson & Carson, 2017; Eimermann 2013, 2015,
2017; Benson & O’Reilly, 2016; Halfacree, 2012; Ragusa, 2011; Chalkiti & Carson,
2009, Moss, 2006; Müller, 2006). In addition, their motivations for in-migration vary
and depend on many factors and prerequisites. The decision can be triggered by
affordable housing, retirement, lifestyle changes or family or job commitments (Vuin
et al., 2016; Cognard, 2014; Stockdale & MacLeod, 2013; Andersen, 2011; Bijker et
al., 2012; Grimsrud, 2011). They develop place attachment and a migrant identity
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over time, as they try to establish a role and place in the community (Patten et al.,
2015; McCrea et al., 2014). In depopulating SPAs, this might be more challenging
due to the limited social hubs and spaces in which in-migrants can engage with other
community members. In addition, some of these communities have already
established and developed social hubs that are preclusive towards new members
(e.g., hunting groups in northern Sweden) and potentially inhibit the in-migrants’
new position within the community. The interconnectedness of these dimensions has
been a prominent theme in the literature. Lalli (1992) stated that spatial bonds were
relevant, as they represented social bonds. This is aligned with conclusions of
Scanell and Gifford (2010), who stated that in-migrants develop place attachment
based on social connections more than from the place itself. From the in-migrant’s
perspective, their relevance is more enhanced once the migration event occurs, as
that is the period when the in-migrant must position themselves in the community.
However, even if this is achieved it does not mean that the in-migrant will stay in the
community. It has been established that out-migration from depopulating SPAs is
more typically prominent than in-migration. Increased mobility, lack of the
established connections or place attachment and perceived stagnation of the
individual may lead to a re-evaluation of the decision to migrate. The migration
event is usually a result of a lengthy decision-making process that is affected by
other dimensions.
Kley (2011) evaluated this decision-making process in her ‘Stages of the migration
process and action phases of the Rubicon model’ framework that examines the
various contributors and processes that precede the decision to migrate. This
framework is useful, as it provides the migration drivers and triggers in the context
of the events that led to the migration event, instead of isolating the migration as a
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separate event. This approach allows the evaluation of these individuals and provides
a better understanding of their motives and migration drivers. Further, this
framework extends past the narrowly defined migration event, allowing the
researcher to continue to evaluate the in-migrant and their experiences pre- and postmigration. Their experiences are shaped by various factors, ranging from transport to
infrastructure and community spirit (Vuin et al., 2016) that, consequently, affect
their decision to stay in the community or to leave. Therefore, it is apparent that the
community and the place play a significant role in the process that leads to the inmigrant’s adjustment, integration or onward migration (Oncescu, 2016; Auer &
Carson, 2010).
In depopulating SPAs, the community acts as bearer of the ‘identity’ of the place and
its residents and presents a unique context for potential in-migrants and their
experiences. The interconnectedness of the place and the community shapes these
SPAs and affects their profiles and potential in-migration. Ensign et al. (2014)
explored the effects on the social cohesion and welfare in the resource-rich rural
communities of northern Canada, concluding that highly transient rural communities
can weaken the cohesion of the community and put a strain on new in-migrants, as
they might feel alienated and excluded from the community. Consequently, the
communities might struggle to sustain or develop the cohesion that is typically an
inseparable characteristic of rural life and community (Ensign et al., 2014). Thus,
such disparities among residents and in-migrants might lead to the continual
deterioration of the place and community, including its infrastructure (Speer et al.,
2001; Ensign et al., 2014). Onescu (2016) acknowledged the relevance of social hubs
for community cohesion, leading to the conclusion that this process might be harder
in depopulating SPAs due to limited infrastructure and fluctuating social areas and
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hubs. In depopulating SPAs, the reduction of existing services and lower investment
in infrastructure forces residents to become innovative and adaptable when
developing the community’s social hubs. It is not uncommon for publicly owned
infrastructure such as schools or post offices to be repurposed into social hubs for the
local population. Further downscaling in these spaces can potentially place strain on
community members, as they must find suitable alternative solutions to preserve
their events and activities. Consequently, limited or reduced infrastructure could lead
to dwindling community cohesion.
Factors such as social hubs and cohesion of community members, a sense of
belonging, migrant identity and place attachment are all relevant for the integration
of the in-migrant in the community. While much of the research has focused on the
experiences of in-migrants to rural areas, the research agenda still lacks positioning
of those experiences within the broader community and place contexts (McCrea et
al., 2014). Patten et al. (2015) noted this issue in their research, acknowledging the
changeability of the community’s needs and dynamics through various external and
internal processes and changes. However, based on the available literature it is clear
that the community plays a significant role in the in-migration process in
depopulating SPAs.
This leads to the conclusion that community is inseparable from other dimensions in
the evaluation of in-migration to SPAs. Similar to other two dimensions, the
community dimension is both changeable and temporal, providing different
experiences to different in-migrants at different periods, while still depending on the
other three dimensions.
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The complex interplay of all three dimensions makes it challenging to evaluate them
separately as independent dimensions of in-migration to depopulating SPAs. Instead,
they should be evaluated as the by-products of mobility—the fourth and overarching
dimension in this framework. In examining the research of Urry (2007), Milbourne
and Kitchen (2014) and Bell and Osti (2010), it became clear that ‘mobilities’ cannot
be excluded from the evaluation of the in-migration process in SPAs. Mobility is the
overarching dimension that acts as the enabler of the migration process and the
subsequent changes in the communities and landscapes. Currently, the human
population lives in an era of mobilities that overcome the physical boundaries of
place and extend beyond physical movement (Carson & Koch, 2013; Halfacree,
2012;Creswell, 2011; Urry, 2000, 2007). This interpretation leads to the further
interpretation of contemporary mobility as an enabler of human freedoms, progress
and greater wellbeing that shapes the social, economic and cultural characteristics of
individuals and places (Carson & Koch, 2013).
In the rural context, the role of mobility is even more prominent. Within such
context, and this dissertation, mobility is positioned as an indispensable feature of
the rural livelihood that enables the migration process (in either direction), but also
impacts the dynamics among the remaining 3 dimensions (community, migrant and
place) as well as the external and internal changes in SPA’s. This is aligned with
Milbourne’s (2014) conclusions that mobility is a shaper of rural lifestyles. Over the
past several decades, researchers such as Massey (1991), Jensen (2009) and
Cresswell (2002) agreed that rural areas are not fixed entities, but rather intersections
of people and objects in a continual state of change. Keeping that in mind, this
dissertation explored the extent of mobility in SPAs and evaluated its impacts on the
communities, places and migrants.
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Rural populations have always been highly mobile, whether through shorter daily
commutes to their employment, or longer trips to more urban areas to access services
and amenities. Today, ‘mobilities’ have extended to other aspects of rural population
life and realities. The presence of increased mobility is visible in new technological
developments, transport, commuting times and emerging flexible working
environments. While migration is still the most prominent and visible form of
mobility, it is indisputable that other forms of mobility contribute to in-migration
patterns, landscapes and communities, particularly in rural settings that are
categorised as depopulating SPAs. The new forms of increased mobility contribute
to the lives of members of depopulating SPAs and allow them to experience and
utilise these forms in their everyday lives. Consequently, these populations are
extremely mobile, flexible and adaptable and have different perceptions of distances,
non-negotiable services and prerequisites in their decision-making processes
compared to the more urban populations. Their participation and exposure to
different forms of mobility surpasses the physical boundaries of the place or
movement and allows them to continually contribute to reshaping their communities
and places.
In summary, it is likely that depopulating SPAs are different to other rural areas.
Depopulating SPAs appeal to specific in-migrants who decide to ‘migrate against the
tide’ and, through their movements, affect the receiving places and communities. It
is apparent that these dimensions and their processes are interweaved and should be
observed as such. Changes in one of the dimensions will affect the other dimensions
and lead to some form of change in the dynamics of depopulating SPAs. Considering
the research gaps in relation to the SPAs, it could be assumed that the changes in the
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dynamics of these areas will be complex, uncertain, multifaceted and non-linear
(McCrea et al., 2016).
Therefore, this thesis aims to put in-migration in a broader context of places,
communities and mobilities (not just population effects or the effect on in-migrants)
to provide a more comprehensive system-wide view that includes all the dimensions
involved in this process.

1.2. Research scope
The purpose of the thesis was to examine the effects of in-migration on receiving
communities in depopulating SPAs in Sweden, Croatia and Australia. The research
was specifically focused on in-migration to depopulating SPAs that have
experienced long-term population loss and were either characterised as declining or
stagnating in some manner. Depopulating SPAs in this thesis have also been
positioned and described as ‘lower amenity areas’ (Vuin et al., 2016; Kulcsár &
Brădăţan, 2014). This means that in addition to the well-established challenges
related to rural areas (i.e., out-migration, ageing, reduced employment and economic
opportunities), they also struggle to appeal to new in-migrants due to their isolation,
lack of amenities and services and reduced potential to develop tourism or other
alternative industry (Vuin et al., 2016). The research was conducted in three
countries over five years and explored how different depopulating SPAs experience
in-migration over the longer period. The researcher selected these 3 countries
because she wanted to continue working with rural South Australian communities
and track their in-migration patterns and impacts on communities and places, but
also use the opportunity to focus on different types of depopulating SPAs sharing
similar challenges. The conclusions from her MA thesis indicated that the diversity
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among depopulating SPAs is discernible, and by including different types of
depopulating SPAs the researcher was given the opportunity to further explore the
extent of the diversity, as well as expand the knowledge- base on the already under
researched types of areas within rural field.
This type of research fits into the scope of human geography and, more specifically,
into the emerging field of human geography of SPAs. Human geography is the study
of relationships between people, places and environment and the ways in which
these factors interact. Human geography focuses on the processes that shape the
activities and lives of people, including their interactions with places and their
environment. It explores the interrelation of space, place, landscape, mobility and
nature, with the notion that these concepts are intertwined. The main idea is that the
world is operating spatially and temporally, dependent on these concepts (Castree et
al.,2013).
This research explored how some of these concepts interrelate in the context of inmigration to depopulating SPAs in different countries. The focus was on three
aspects of migration: 1) spatial, 2) social and 3) temporal. As a part of this process,
the researcher developed ‘The migration experience model’ that served as a
framework for the literature review and discussion of the four dimensions of
migration process: mobility, place, community and migrant.
The researcher’s reason for using a framework was to provide a clear overview of
the different dimensions that affect or are affected by the migration process in
depopulating SPAs. All four dimensions are relevant and their interplay affects the
ongoing migration processes within the existing context, as well as the receiving
communities and places. The dynamics of these dimensions are interweaved and
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migration cannot be observed through only one of the dimensions. Therefore, the
developed research questions attempted to explore each of the dimensions and
provide insights into their function within the model to develop further
understanding into this complex process in depopulating SPAs. The developed
research questions (RQs) were:
1) How diverse are drivers of migration to these places?
2) How does the process of migration affect the landscape of the receiving
depopulating SPAs?
3) How do differences between communities in depopulating SPAs affect the
characteristics of in-migration and the community’s development in
depopulating SPAs?
4) What is the role of mobility in this process?
The first RQ was related to the in-migrants’ reasoning for migration to depopulating
SPAs. It explored their motivation for migration, migration drivers, migration
triggers and the general drivers of migration to depopulating SPAs. In addition to an
evaluation of in-migrants and their migration drivers, this RQ attempted to provide
further insights into the decision-making process based on Kley’s model (2011). As
a part of the question, the participants were asked about their destination choice to
reveal the decision-making process that led them to a specific SPA. Further, this RQ
attempted to reveal their expectations prior to arrival and their experiences after they
had migrated.
The second RQ focused on the receiving places and explored the experienced
changes during the in-migration process. The question addressed the importance of
all four dimensions in this process, as the place’s ongoing development is dependent
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on the mobility, in-migrants and the community. The discussion ties the four
dimensions in relation to the potential and appeal of these depopulating SPAs for
their potential futures. It also depicts how the changes in the dynamics of the
community and in-migrants combined with the externally driven changes have the
potential to reshape the landscape. The place itself is the focus of the RQ and, as part
of the question, it elaborates on the isolation, challenges, infrastructure and ongoing
development in relation to the in-migrants and their experiences. Considering that
the place is perceivably the most static dimension, it was relevant to provide a visual
support to depict the changes that occurred during the timeframe of this research in
terms of community cohesion, in-migration effects and the place itself. As a part of
this process, the researcher realised that the connecting or gathering points of the
community were not necessarily fixed as would be expected, but instead they could
be mobile, flexible and, sometimes, even embodied as the actual person perceived to
be the ‘gatekeeper’ of the wellbeing in the community.
The third RQ was developed as a continuation of the second RQ and is focused on
the community’s role in the in-migration process. It is understood that the
communities have developed identities and there has been sufficient information of
the in-migrant’s perception of these communities and their openness. However, inmigration has the potential to affect these communities and their established
identities by reshaping the connections and relationships within. While some
communities showed increased levels of resilience (either passive or positive), others
embraced the incoming change and adapted to the new situation.
This research’s approach included evaluation of the communities and their capacity
to adapt to upcoming changes. This was reflected through the community’s openness
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for collaboration with new in-migrants, the development of various groups that
appeal to new in-migrants, supporting new activities and businesses in the
communities and their overall attitude towards in-migration.
The fourth RQ focused on mobility as an overarching dimension and its role in this
process. It has already been established that mobility affects the other three
dimensions. It leads to rural restructuring and transformation and contributes to the
lives of rural residents. As it affects receiving communities, it seemed appropriate
that the last RQ discuss the role of mobility in the process of in-migration to
depopulating SPAs. The aim was to explore the in-migrants’ ideas about onward
migration, distances and proximity to services and urban areas. This was relevant, as
isolation was one of the prominently mentioned obstacles related to depopulating
SPAs. In addition, this question attempted to address the consequences of increased
mobility, residents’ solutions for isolation and increased levels of mobility, border
perception and the other limitation that these individuals face in their everyday lives.
The research was conducted between 2013 and 2018 in seven communities in the
mid-north region of South Australia, three communities in the rural inland of
northern Sweden and two in the Croatian islands. Data were obtained from 12
communities, with a total of 76 interviews. Communities in South Australia were
involved in the research between 2013 (as part of a prior Master’s research thesis)
and 2018, while the communities in Sweden and Croatia were involved from 2015–
2018. The longer case studies in Australia provided very valuable insights into the
ongoing process of ‘the migration experience’ that is typically lacking from
migration studies (Kley, 2011, 2016, 2017). Further, it revealed that even proximate
depopulating SPAs within the region were substantially different. The ‘micro-
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diversity’ of the depopulating SPAs was visible in the profiles of the in-migrants as
well as their main motivation for migration to these communities, including the
decision-making process related to the potential ‘onward’ migration in these areas.
While all the provided reasons for migration reported by these in-migrants were preestablished in the literature, their motivation and reasoning why certain prerequisites
were relevant contributed to the knowledge base about in-migration to depopulating
SPAs that belong to lower amenity areas. The experience and knowledge from the
longer case study contributed to an improved overview of the other two case study
areas and allowed the researcher to approach and evaluate them in an appropriate
way, recognising the potential pitfalls and limitations they might encounter.
The chosen case studies, despite substantial political, economic, social and cultural
differences, shared similar challenges when it comes to both stimulating and
responding to in-migration.
Each country needed to be contextualised as a separate case study with a unique
environment and unique dynamics that shaped the observed areas and their migration
patterns. The mid-north of South Australia serves as the border region between the
relatively densely populated urban centre of Adelaide and its immediate hinterland
and the very sparsely populated desert regions of central Australia. The Croatian
islands belong to Adriatic Sea archipelagos. Due to the economic and political
changes in the first half of the 20th century, every island has developed different
characteristics (Kušelj, 2001) which led to depopulation and isolation of the certain
areas (Ministry of Regional Development and EU Funds, 2014, p. 10). In Sweden,
the northern communities are sparsely populated due to the inhospitable environment
and the remoteness of the area (Vilhelmina Municipality, 2012). Like in Australia
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and Croatia, these rural areas are struggling with the consequences of their isolation
and remoteness, which influence depopulation trends.
Due to the significant differences in terms of each country’s development stage,
governmental support and categorisation of rural, coping mechanisms and strategies
that should support SPAs, they could be characterised as three levels of depopulating
SPAs based on various aspects such as: size, geographic location, industry,
development and historical background. Hence, it was expected that each of the
countries would present different dynamics, expectations and reasoning for inmigration to depopulating SPAs.
In addition to the selection of diverse countries expected to offer different contexts,
this research demonstrated and confirmed that diversity can be found on a microlevel (within each country). Meaning that even proximate communities within the
case studies were confirmed to be vastly different on several levels. From the
external observers’ point of view, they may all be depicted as ‘declining’, ‘lower
amenity’, perceivably ‘stagnating’ and ‘deteriorating’ communities struggling with
the consequences of out-migration (Peters et al., 2018; Vuin et al., 2016). However,
their differences were apparent through a unique set of internal characteristics
usually invisible to external observers. These included the level to which community
spirit was developed, whether they preserved community spirit, what the community
spirit was built around, how open or closed the community was towards new inmigrants, how in-migrants perceived their community and whether they saw
themselves staying there. In addition, it was confirmed that these areas continued to
experience in-migration. While the influx was significantly smaller compared to out-
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migrating numbers, it was still proof that there were some in-migrants going ‘against
the tide’ and residing there.
Niedomysl and Amcoff (2011) noted that there were some advances in the rural
literature; however, it was still based on small-scale studies such as that of Hedlund
et al. (2017), which offered an extensive overview of the international in-migrant’s
patterns to rural Sweden over one decade. This research attempted to overcome that
issue by incorporating three countries and different types of SPAs over different
periods of time. By including varying case studies, the researcher could observe how
depopulating SPAs and their communities were affected through the process of inmigration in different ways. It became apparent that migration was an ongoing
process of continual change going in both directions that alters in-migrants, places
and communities. Therefore, it needs to be re-evaluated perpetually. By examining
the drivers of in-migration to depopulating SPAs and the characteristics of migrants
to regions experiencing depopulation, it was possible to explore the role of migration
processes and their effects on shaping the environment, communities and the
migrants’ experiences. It was possible to observe and capture the positive and
negative changes that shaped the places and their community identities, leading to
new insights on these processes and changes.
Throughout the five-year period, the researcher observed the pattern of overlapping
and emerging challenges and issues in depopulating SPAs in all three countries.
Certain emerging issues were present, regardless of the context or external (i.e.,
wider) environment affecting these areas. The only difference was the time in which
when they would emerge, indicating that some depopulating SPAs were lagging
more than others. This was particularly visible when comparing the islands and
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Swedish depopulating SPAs that had experienced similar challenges (i.e.,
educational institutions closing in 2016 and 2018) and similar responses (i.e.,
support from proximate communities to continue operating), although, the reasons
for closure were substantially different and caused by external decision-makers.
However, it was also apparent that the communities and SPAs had different coping
mechanisms and attitudes towards in-migration and perceptions of the ‘boundaries’
when it came to relocation and functionality in the area. Further, the extended scope
of this research led to the development of a new framework that offered an insight
into the ongoing development related-activities of the community and place that
were driven and triggered by in-migration, but which were not as visible in other
types of rural areas.
The research was conducted in English and Croatian, as the researcher was fluent in
both languages. The interviews in Sweden were conducted in English and the
researcher was accompanied by a translator when a participant did not consider
themselves proficient in English. The translator was present during three out of nine
interviews. Ethical approval was granted by Charles Darwin University (H16039).
The researcher spent a substantial amount of time in some of these communities.
This led to the natural emergent of ethnography, an additional method that was
incorporated in the research. While the researcher initially hesitated to include some
of the external events and stories that were shared during informal conversations, it
became apparent that such stories contributed to a better understanding of these areas
and their dynamics. Also, it allowed the researcher to use the information that was
shared and communicated even when the interviews and fieldwork were complete.
The researcher used thematic analysis for the interview data, but also collected data
using a critical realist approach and ethnographic tools such as visual ethnography,
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social mapping and the stories of the participants to enrich the interview data and
gain an in-depth understanding of the context. By using this approach, the researcher
attempted to go beyond the discussion of the quantitative indicators of the
depopulating SPAs and their population changes and, instead, offer a more
encompassing perspective of these areas and their communities’ everyday lives.
This included investigating the effects of migration through various qualitative
methods and capturing the visible and invisible changes that indicated the change of
dynamics in the community. It became apparent that in-migration reshapes the
landscapes and the communities, leading to sometimes unexpected developments in
terms of the potential future of the chosen communities. In some instances, this
process had the potential to trigger further in-migration or even out-migration from
these areas, depending on the population and the circumstances in the community. In
addition, this research indicated that the effects of in-migration were not exclusively
positive or even wanted, especially in the context of depopulating SPAs. This was
heavily dependent on the type of community the researcher was working with,
implying that the micro-diversity of these areas should be a considerable factor when
discussing depopulating SPAs in any context.

1.3. Thesis structure
This dissertation is divided into six chapters. Chapter 1 provided an overview of the
problematics, research gaps and issues related to the topic of depopulating SPAs and
their populations. It elaborated on the most important concepts and the literature was
used for the formulation of the literature review. It offered an insight into the scope
and purpose of this thesis and explained how the topic was chosen and developed, as
well as its purpose. The remainder of this dissertation report is organised as follows.
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Chapter 2 presents the relevant literature within the four dimensions of the migration
experience: mobility, place, community and migrant. The researcher introduces ‘The
migrant experience model’ that visually depicts how the four dimensions interrelate.
This is followed by four sub-chapters, each focusing on one dimension. Each one of
the dimensions is a prominent topic in the literature; therefore, this thesis does not
include a lengthy, complex and wide overview of the important literature. Instead,
this chapter provides a specific and concise overview that connects the conceptual
framework with the RQs. Mobility is discussed as an overarching dimension of this
process and it encompasses the other three dimensions in the form of sub-chapters.
The sub-chapter on place provides insight into the existing diversity of rural areas,
rural transformation and the life course of the place relevant for the latter discussion
on migrant experience. These dimensions are interweaved and the latter two subchapters discuss the relevance of the community and the incoming migrant in this
process. This includes the developing migrant experience that affects the place and
the community.
Chapter 3 describes selecting the research methods and tools to collect and analyse
the data. In addition to explaining the sequential mixed method approach, it
illustrates the exploratory sequential case study design and justifies the use of two
merged approaches (i.e., exploratory sequential design and case study design). This
section is followed by a primary research context section, in which the case studies
are introduced and described. This sub-chapter examines each case study area and
the way in which it fits into the research context. To provide context and a better
understanding of the area’s peculiarities, it offers a variety of demographic markers
that are available in census and other secondary information sources. The following
sub-chapter explains the addition qualitative methods used in this research to enrich
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the existing data and interview-gathered data. In addition to discussing the role and
relevance of ethnography as a tool in these areas, it outlines the suitability of the
critical realist ethnographic approach, discusses the advantages and disadvantages of
the dual role of the researcher in the process and offers insight on the researcher’s
migrant experience in depopulating SPAs. The following section discusses the
benefits of visual ethnography. It includes photographs from the chosen
depopulating SPAs that capture the essence of these places and provide visual
confirmation of the ever-changing dynamics in the areas. The subsequent two
sections deal with the limitations of the ethnographic approach and this research. It
outlines the challenges and limitations the researcher encountered, explains the
relevance of each limitation and solutions to resolve these limitations.
Chapter 4 is divided into three sub-chapters, each focusing on the results of one case
study area. The RQs reflect the conceptual framework and deal with different
dimensions of migration to SPAs. The first RQ reflects the migrants’ characteristics,
their profiles and diversity within the chosen countries. The second RQ discusses the
role of place in the migrants’ experience, as well as the effects of the migrants’
presence in the area. The third RQ focuses on the migrants’ contributions to their
communities. The last RQ examines the role and perception of mobility. Mobility is
the overarching dimension that affects the dynamics of the other three dimensions.
As the overarching dimension, mobility is the enabler and dimension of migration
that shapes the migrants’ experiences in the community. This RQ elaborates on the
relevance of mobility and its role in the lives of the participants. The results are
supported with quotes and photographs that allow for a better comprehension of
context.
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Chapter 5 elaborates and discusses the findings related to each RQ. It discusses the
relationships between the different dimensions of migration and the patterns that
could be observed in all three countries. It elaborates on the necessary inclusion of
additional data, as the parallel projects led to recognition of patterns and some new
insights related to the in-migrants’ profiles, migration drivers and decision-making
processes. Further, it raises some of the issues and limitations of this research, as
well as newly emerged questions that could be investigated through further research.
Chapter 6 summarises the topic and the RQs the thesis aimed to answer. The focus is
on the contribution this dissertation makes within its limitations. This chapter offers
an overview of the main points of dissertation and findings with ideas for further
research.
Included in the Appendix are additional materials that demonstrate how interweaved
and connected the communities are, including: maps, tables, newsletters and
additional photographs taken during the fieldwork. The aim was to include as much
data and information as possible to provide a deeper understanding of the dynamics
and personalities of these areas and their residents.

41

2. Literature Review
2.1. Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of the literature that is relevant for this topic and
the terminology that will be used throughout the dissertation. It presents the
theoretical framework that will be used throughout the dissertation to discuss the
main dimensions of the developing migration experience, RQs and findings in this
thesis.
The developed framework was shaped in accordance with Milbourne’s (2007)
evaluation of the four points of rural migration, mobilities and movements.
According to Milbourne, rural migration was the product of different mobilities and
could be defined as a complex, contextual and dynamics process (see Figure 2). As
such, it is possible to conclude that the interaction of different mobilities in different
combinations in different places will lead to different dynamics and, thus, affect rural
populating change (Milbourne, 2007).

Population
flow
towards
rural areas

Temporal
dimension
s of
movement

Spatial
complexity
of rural
areas

Meanings
and
idelogies
in rural
mobility

Figure 2 Focal points of rural migrations, mobilities and movements (Milbourne, 2007)

Some of these focal points were evaluated in Carson and Koch’s (2013) study on
human mobility and boundaries of local. They concluded that mobility should be
evaluated as a dynamic ever-changing process that goes across space, socioeconomics and life cycle, while social and spatial boundaries are constantly
reshaping and evolving.
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By adopting these definitions of rural migration and mobility, it seemed logical to
evaluate the key dimensions of process and attempt to capture the effects of inmigration in depopulating SPAs. Due to the broad scope of the migration subject, the
literature review focused on the spatial, temporal and social aspects of the four
dimensions that are directly affected by the in-migration process. The four
dimensions are illustrated in Figure 1. This framework theorises in-migration to
depopulating SPAs by including the experiences of the in-migrants and the
characteristics of place that might drive migration. Hence, it builds on the work of
established researchers into that topic (Hedlund et al., 2017; Vuin et al., 2016;
Eimermann, 2015; Stockdale, 2014, 2016; Bijker, Haartsen, & Strijker, 2012). The
framework also discusses the characteristics and experiences of the receiving
communities and their responses to in-migration.
The developed framework positions the effects of in-migration within the broader
‘mobilities’ context and acknowledges the complex interplay of four dimensions that
must be further understood. Neither dimension is a static fixed entity, therefore, it is
arguable that in-migration will contribute to ongoing change in dynamics by altering
the existing dynamics and environment of depopulating SPAs and their population.
The in-migration process will affect the existing landscape, relationships and
attitudes of the community members. Further, it will expose the different types of
mobility. Through this process, the ongoing dynamics will be altered and
continuously reshaped.
Considering that mobility serves the dual role of a dimension and an enabler of these
processes and changes, the researcher positioned it as the main dimension of the
developing framework. Therefore, the literature review builds on the mobility
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concept by discussing it first. In addition to examining rural migration as one type of
mobility, the researcher offered an insight into its role in the place, through
distinguishing the different types of rural areas that experience in-migration, insight
on the theoretical overview of rural transformation (Böhm, 2011) and the life course
framework applicable to depopulating SPAs (Lekkas et al., 2016). Further, the
literature review provides insight on the community dynamics’ changeability as an
outcome of the in-migration process. The overview examines the ongoing dynamics,
relationships among community members, community cohesion and the availability
of activities and social events in the communities (McCrea et al., 2014; Andelman et
al., 1998).
The final part of the literature review examines the migrant dimension. Considering
that migrant-based literature is abundant, it was possible to provide an overview of
the complex interplay of the migrant and two dimensions (i.e., place and the
community). By using Kley’s model (2011), it was possible to evaluate the
importance of the decision-making process in in-migrants’ developing migrant
experiences and its interactions with place, specifically depopulating SPAs. This
approach allowed the researcher to evaluate the available literature on migration and
position the content of this thesis in the broader context of places, communities and
mobilities in depopulating SPAs to develop a more comprehensive system-wide
view of this topic.

2.2. Mobility
The difference in comprehension of ‘migration’ and the major transformation the
world has undergone can be explained by Smith (1776:101): ‘It appears evidently
from experience that a man is of all sorts of luggage the most difficult to be
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transported’. In 2009, the United Nations Development Program defined mobility as
the “mere migration movement from one place of residence to another”, which was a
limiting definition of an extensive concept (Willis, 2010). While migration is the
most prominent and visible form of mobility, the definition still neglected to
acknowledge the different types of mobility that occur in the everyday life of an
individual, or the distances, temporality or nature of both migrants and the receiving
places (Willis, 2010).
A decade later, ideas on migration and mobility are significantly different and should
be evaluated as such. Contemporary human population lives in an ‘era of mobilities’
(Halfacree, 2012). Contemporary mobility is perceived as the enabler of human
freedoms, progress and greater wellbeing that shapes the social, economic and
cultural characteristics of individuals and places. Mobility creates new choice sets,
regardless of whether they are local. Today, the term ‘mobility’ is not necessarily
attached to solely physical movement (Carson & Koch, 2013; Creswell, 2011; Urry,
2000, 2007). It refers to the relocation of knowledge and skills, as well as the
utilisation of these in the new environment. Although it is usually related to
geography, it is indisputable that mobility contributes to the shaping and reshaping
of the identities and everyday lives of individuals. Recent literature demonstrates an
improved comprehension of the matter by observing both temporal and spatial
perspectives of mobility (Willis, 2010). It includes an overview of the effects of
amenity migration on receiving landscapes and communities (Pavelka & Draper,
2015; Gosnell & Abrams, 2011; Moss, 2006; Williams & McIntyre, 2002). Thus, the
definition and interpretation of mobility has extended from the obvious spatial
perspective that involved the physical movement of an individual, to the inclusive
observation that acknowledges the role of places and processes of place-making
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(Milbourne & Kitchen, 2014). Understandably, such a comprehensive and inclusive
overview of mobility and its different types led to several challenges for
development policymakers and practitioners, mobile and immobile individuals and
researchers attempting to discern it (Willis, 2010).
Milbourne and Kitchen’s (2014) interpretation of mobility called for further
exploration of mobility’s effects on places, communities and migrants, which is
aligned with the aims of this particular research. Urry (2007) suggested that places
are economically, politically and culturally produced through the multiple mobilities
of people, capital, objects, signs and information. Bell and Osti (2010) claimed that
rural areas participate in mobility with their everyday actions, ranging from those
that are work-related to simple activities such as shopping. Therefore, it can be
assumed that mobility is an overarching dimension that effects all three dimensions
as well as their dynamics. It is assumed that different mobilities in different
combinations in different places will lead to different dynamics and, consequently,
will affect rural population change (Milbourne, 2007). In 1998, Abrams et al.
discussed the importance of migration (one form of mobility) as a phenomenon that
affects multiple dimensions of rural communities. While the focus was on ‘higher
amenity areas’ and their migration patterns, the same could be applied to
depopulating SPAs.
There has been some research exploring the interplay of these dimensions, focusing
on the relationships between local populations and in-migrants, displaced
international in-migrants in rural communities and the migration drivers to ‘lower
amenity areas’ (Mattarita-Cascante et al., 2015; Vuin et al., 2016; Abrams et al.,
2012; Goel, 2011). However, the development of a more comprehensive overview is
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necessary. The current research agenda is still predominantly focused on either a
general overview of ‘rural migration’ or ‘higher amenity areas’, leading to the
emergent of a niche knowledge base about certain types of rural areas and their
migration patterns. This includes movements that are characterised as ‘sea change’,
‘tree change’ or ‘counterurbanisation’ and are usually focused on lifestyle
movements of an urban population (Stockdale, 2014; Connell & McManus, 2011;
Grimsrud, 2011; Mitchell, 2004). These rural areas and their in-migrants have been
well established and represented in the literature. However, in-migration to
depopulating SPAs is usually overlooked or observed through the lens of general
‘rural migration’ concepts and ideas.
Further, the nature of depopulating SPAs including the reduced influx of inmigrants, depopulation, service reduction and fluctuating opportunities make these
places unique and, hence, incomparable to the other types of rural areas. The
experiences of in-migrants to depopulating SPAs will differ from the experiences of
in-migrants to higher amenity areas, as will their expectations, ideas and ambitions.
As such, their migrant experiences will be shaped and developed through the
complex interplay of all four dimensions of the framework. Considering that the inmigrant is a dynamic and changeable dimension in this process, their experience will
continue to develop over time; making it arguable that the outcomes of mobility may
depend on the characteristics of the migration population and the wider context
(Willis, 2010; Vuin et al., 2016). In the case of depopulating SPAs and their
population, this conclusion is partially applicable. The other two dimensions (i.e.,
place and community) are equally relevant when it comes to mobility ‘outcomes’, as
they both contribute to the developing migrant experience of the in-migrant to
depopulating SPAs. This is aligned with Latour’s (2005) idea that ‘physical mobility
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shapes actor networks that then affect and continuously shape and reshape local
economies’ (Carson & Koch, 2013).
Latour’s idea of mobility as the continuous perpetuator of change is particularly
relevant when discussing ‘immobility’. Some researchers argued that immobility is
far more important than mobility (Hammar & Tamas, 1997) and should be the focus
of the research. The reason for positioning immobility as more relevant was that it
was more important to reveal what lay beneath the decision to stay in the area, rather
than to migrate. While this argument was justified by statistical data that revealed
that the population was still rather immobile, the current situation has significantly
changed.
Mobility has evolved from a minor trend to become an ‘everyday life condition’ that
shapes people and societies (Jensen, 2009). Their mobility is visible through their
daily interactions, participation in global business networks, global tourist flows,
telecommuting and utilising technological advancements to participate in ‘global
counterurbanisation’ (Woods, 2007, 2012). They also experience mobility through
interactions with in-migrants, visitors and their actions and legacy in the
communities. This implies that mobility encompasses far more than the physical
movement of one individual. Further, the legacy of mobility is continual and remains
a long-lasting legacy of the community and place beyond the mere ‘event’ or ‘the
migrant experience’. Contrary to the belief that the rural population is less mobile
than their urban counterparts, the research confirmed that the rural population
presented higher levels of mobility due to their residential choices. In addition to
commuting to their employment, leisure and volunteering activities and using online
services, the rural population incorporate other types of mobility in their daily lives
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(Bell & Osti, 2010). Their lives are configurated in a way that makes mobility
inevitable and non-negotiable for the even simplest everyday tasks. Such high levels
of participation in mobility affect the other two dimensions of place and community
and leave a permanent legacy, implying that these areas are in a continual state of
change. Milbourne and Kitchen (2014) confirmed this in their research, stating that
rural places should be observed as intersections of complex flows of people, on
different spatial scales and temporalities, leading to the conclusion that rural places
are continually changing and should be observed as dynamic environments that are
never completed or fixed (Milbourne & Kitchen, 2014). Therefore, it is possible to
assume that rural migration will take many forms and present a wide spectrum of
diversity in regard to the receiving places, communities and in-migrants. Thus, there
is a need for further investigation of each dimension.

2.2.1. Rural migration
The subject of migration has been prominent in the literature since the 1880’s. The
progression path of the term ‘migration’, the subject matter and usage in the
literature has taken different forms and focus throughout history, ranging from fieldspecific interpretations to complex interdisciplinary perspectives. Several researchers
(De Haas, 2007; Carney, 1998; Massey et al., 1998; Findlay et al., 1998; Skeldon,
1997; Martin & Taylor, 1996; Zelinsky, 1971; Mabogunje, 1970; Lee, 1966; Todaro,
1969; Ravenstein, 1885) have tried to tackle the subject of migration and the ways in
which this process affects sending and receiving communities. Their theories have
set the foundation for further research on this topic and enabled critical observation
of their applicability that demonstrated the complexity and changeability of the
process of migration. As an interdisciplinary subject, migration should be observed

49

from more than one perspective (i.e., discipline). Until now, existing theories
addressed certain issues related to discipline that were developed within and have
failed to provide a complete overview. In 1993, Massey et al. remarked (pg. 432):
A full understanding of contemporary migration processes will not be
achieved by relying on the tools of one discipline alone, or by focusing on a
single level of analysis. Rather, their complex, multifaceted nature requires
a sophisticated theory that incorporates a variety of perspectives, levels and
assumptions.
Massey et al.’s observation is indisputable and attempts have been made to develop a
unifying general theory (Massey et al., 1998; Zelinsky, 1971; Lee, 1966). However,
the complexity and diversity of the migration process led to the assumption that the
creation of such an overarching and general theory is not a plausible idea (King,
2012; De Haas, 2007; Van Amersfoort, 1998; Salt, 1987).
King (2012) noted the need for an interdisciplinary approach in future theorisation,
stating it was necessary to address migration within the global process of social,
economic and political transformation. This would require consideration of the life
courses of migrants on an individual level and aim to analyse occurrences that reflect
the ‘other side of the coin’ of the migration process, notably immobility. Further, it
would be necessary to include the emotional and existential dimensions of migration.
The process of migration affects communities beyond the chosen research timeframe
and alters both the place and the in-migrant’s perspective. From the given
explanation, it is apparent that migration cannot be considered a ‘perpetuum mobile’
type of a system, but rather as an ‘organic’ system that needs to be perpetually
observed and re-evaluated.
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In 2013, Carson and Koch called for further research on spatial, temporal and social
aspects of migration as important indicators of existing diversity among seemingly
homogeneous places and communities. For the purpose of this research, each of the
four dimensions reflects one of these aspects, thus, place is the reflection of the
spatial aspect and migrant and community are reflections of the social aspect. Acting
as the facilitator and overarching dimension, mobility represents the temporal
dynamic aspect. As Abrams et al. (1998) explained, migration ‘is not a simple
movement of people but involves a re-creation of the rural’. This applies to
landscapes, economies and social relationships that are affected by the ongoing
interactions between migrants and their destinations and are inseparable from social
organisation and change (Brown, 2014; Matarrita-Cascante & Stocks, 2013).
Discussions on rural migration include a substantial amount of research on rural outmigration and its consequences. There is less literature on the topic of in-migration
to rural areas. The current research agenda is more focused on general and higher
amenity migration, while the literature is still lacking on depopulating SPAs and
their migration patterns. The main reason is the limited information about these
areas. Some researchers such as Elshof et al. (2017) and Milbourne (2007) indicated
an existing research gap on rural in-migration that needs to be addressed and called
for further research. Milbourne stated that different mobilities, in different
combinations and different places produced complexity of rural population change
and called for further research on this topic. He also criticised the lack of
acknowledgment of different types of rural areas and the resultant diversity of rural
in-migration experiences.
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Gkartzios et al. (2017) called for the re-evaluation of ‘rural’, as the mere discussion
of rural is ‘messy’, due to the ignorance of the existing diversity of these mobilities
(Stockdale, 2016) and that existing definitions of the term are predominantly shaped
by the Anglo-American research (Lowe, 2012). Within regional, rural is usually
depicted as struggling, unable to ‘catch up’ with the transition to global economy,
subject to ‘booms and busts’, declining and delaying with numerous socio-economic
issues (Markey, Halseth & Manson, 2008). In addition to these myths of rural areas
that allow for a very small variety and diversity within this context, it seems that
when discussing rural spaces and places, community and the place might be
interpreted as inseparable and seen as one concept. It is not uncommon to refer to
these places as communities, although they hold very different meanings. While the
place is defined as struggling, declining, inflexible and stagnant, the community is
characterised as trying to prevent further decline through various attributes, such as
‘human capital’, ‘resilience’ or ‘identity’ (Peters et al., 2018). Therefore, as
Gkartzios et al. (2017) observed, there is still an existing research gap in clarifying
and defining some of the crucial concepts such as ‘rural spaces’ and the diversity
within, or communities and their diversities. Not all communities present high levels
of resilience, interest or human capital. Bell et al. (2010) stated that the status of
‘rural’ empirically and conceptually remains the issue. These limitations make
mobility research in depopulating SPAs particularly challenging.
Rural in-migration research typically focuses on higher amenity destinations that are
seen as having desirable attributes for in-migrants. Less work has been done to
examine migration to lower amenity areas such as the depopulating SPAs
represented in this research where in-migration is typically overshadowed by outmigration. However, several studies attempted to tackle this topic and confirmed that
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these areas still experience in-migration, although they are categorised as stagnating
or ‘dying’ communities (Peters et al., 2018; Eimermann, 2016; Vuin et al., 2016; ;
Eimermann, 2015; Stockdale, 2014; Bijker, Haartsen, & Strijker, 2012).
Contemporary migration theories tend to homogenise rural and remote areas and
contemplate already established reasons for migration to rural areas. By taking a
simplistic, one-dimensional approach, migration to rural areas has become a set of
stereotypes fixated on lifestyle change, increased quality of life and idyllic
environment (Stockdale, 2016, 2014). Rural areas are perceived to be homogeneous
and mono-ethnic, compared to urban areas that are considered dynamic and mobile
(Herdberg & Haandrikman, 2014). Niedomysl and Amcoff (2011) agreed, stating
that despite increased attention to rural migration in recent literature, it is still largely
based on small-scale studies. Milbourne (2007) recognised this, when he concluded
that this approach might lead to ‘missing of the bigger socio-spatial picture’. The
impression is that individuals who migrate ‘against the tide’ to rural and
depopulating SPAs are the exceptions, or a homogeneous mass that makes the
decision based on housing, lifestyle or environmental motives. De Haas (2007)
observed that the research agenda should strive to reach an improved comprehension
of spatial and social heterogeneity in migration processes and development
relationships. He criticised the general idea of the migration process that seemingly
neglected the wider context within which the process occurred and explored the
causes and effects separately. He suggested that such approach should integrate
agency and structure and acknowledge that migration decisions happen within
certain contexts that can influence further development (or the lack of it) in the area.
His ideas are aligned with ‘path dependence’ theory which claims that the outcomes
of the process are dependent on the past events and even sometimes inflexible
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(Hodgson, 1996). While the theory itself doesn’t claim that the previous events will
determine the future outcomes, it acknowledges that certain outcomes are more
probable than others (taking the context into consideration) (Chen and Wang, 2019;
Baláž and Williams, 2007; Hodgson, 1996). This is particularly relevant when
discussing in-migration as a key to revitalisation in the context of depopulating
SPAs.

2.2.2. Place
The notion of mobility has been present in the human geography of depopulating
SPAs for a while; however, its role and implications for the sustainability of the area
are still not fully understood. From the 1960s, it is apparent that population mobility
and the dynamics of the area are processes that cannot be observed independently.
Enequist (1960) suggested that geographers may take different approaches when
discussing patterns of rural settlement. It could be observed as the study of change in
a limited area or the lifestyle change of the in-migrant, called ‘genre de vie’. Also, it
can be the seen as the land-use or colonisation of the area. Other researchers focused
more on growth and the development of rural areas (Hudson, 1969; Bylund, 1960).
Bylund (1960) used a four-step process to explain growth, starting with a ‘mother
settlement’ that would represent a ‘core’ and the growth would occur around it along
transport lines. Theoretically, the growth would occur from the core area and the first
inhabited areas would be the closest. It was important for a new settlement to be as
close as possible to core and road, but at the same time independent and free from
other emerging areas. Hudson (1969) developed the model, explaining it as a
‘colonisation’. That process would continue endlessly, as the next generation would
continuously repeat the process. Morrill (1962) had a different interpretation of
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settlement growth. His assumption was that developing settlements occur in
mechanical sets of two and that one of them is sent to ‘find’ the ‘sister settlement’.
The flaw of these approaches is the lack of human factor involvement. In 1960s, the
basic assumption was that generally, there would be a balance between the social and
economic development of a settlement and that development could be foreseen and
planned in advance, thus, regional plans were developed (Porenius & Hohl, 1960).
However, according to Paget (1960), this assumption was flawed, due to the
inconsistency of the nature of both social and economic development. He claimed
that new economic opportunities would trigger new social changes, while the
existing population would try to accommodate themselves within the existing
economic basis of life. Although these ideas have made a substantial contribution to
studies of settlement in SPAs, more recent theory and empirical research provide
alternative perspectives.
Today, it is apparent that depopulating SPAs are undergoing major transformation,
in large part due to external forces such as technological advancements, increased
mobility and improved transportation. These changes affect the demographic picture,
socio-economic situation and dynamics within the area and require a revaluation of
the existing theories to include the new factors and the concepts affecting these
changes.
Most research distinguishes between two types of rural areas, with the focus on
higher amenity areas. Such areas are depicted as prominent tourism destinations,
with beautiful landscape and amenities, well-developed infrastructure and many
visitors (Moss, 2006; Thulemark et al., 2014). Conversely, there are the ‘lower
amenity areas’. These areas are usually based on the fringe and have less amenities
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or attractive landscapes that could appeal to tourists or potential in-migrants (Vuin et
al., 2016). There is less literature available on these areas and their migration
experiences, as it is challenging to discuss in terms of social, labour or economic
theories of migration. Few of the listed researchers have delved into this sub-topic
and focused on lower amenity areas (Peters et al., 2018; Vuin et al., 2016;
Eimermann, 2015; Bijker, Haartsen, & Strijker, 2012; Stockdale, 2014).
Their research proved that even within lower amenity areas diversity is present and
substantial. Characteristics such as historical background, landscape, economy,
proximity, location and community shape these places and appeal to different inmigrants. Therefore, it is possible to assume that in-migrants’ experiences and the
potential futures of these places will also differ. While the place might seem to be the
least changeable dimension out of the four dimensions affected by in-migration, this
is not necessarily the case.
As previously mentioned, mobility (in its many forms) leaves some sort of a legacy
in the affected places and the communities. The changes might be subtle or gradual,
but it is apparent that mobility affects these areas on some level. The following
sections describe these conditions and diversity in more detail. It also presented the
life course of the place framework attempting to depict how depopulating SPAs hold
different potential for attracting in-migrants at the different stages of their life-cycle.

2.2.2.1 Diversity of rural areas
Rural areas are usually defined in the literature as areas with small populations, low
population density, small-scale economic activity (i.e., depopulating SPAs) and
limited income and community capacity (Glasgow & Berry, 2012). However, some
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rural areas have the potential to attract population. These rural areas are categorised
as higher amenity areas. Some of the higher amenity communities position
themselves as ‘rural retirement’ communities and focus on the in-migration of the
pre-retired and retired population. Others have developed tourism-based industries
and well-developed infrastructure that appeals to tourists and potential in-migrants.
These types of places and communities usually offer supporting amenities and
services, beautiful landscape and various activities as drawcards for potential inmigrants.
These areas are more represented in the rural migration literature, and usually linked
to counter urbanisation, entrepreneurial, lifestyle or amenity migration (Vuin et al.,
2016). According to the literature, the desire for open spaces, nature and a quiet,
slow-paced and safe environment can inspire migration from urban to rural areas
(Elshof et al., 2017). This is aligned with other literature on the topic, that often
refers to ‘authenticity’, ‘rural idyll’, ‘lifestyle change’, ‘back to roots’, ‘sea change’,
‘tree change’ or ‘pre-retirement’ as key motives for migration decisions of rural inmigrants. Such decisions, in conjunction with financial freedom, retirement or a
personal preference for rural living, are expected and well-described in the literature,
leading to the population growth, economic opportunities and further growth
management debates in these types of areas.
The other type of the rural areas is the lower amenity areas, defined as rural, remote
or SPAs that do not have natural appeal, beautiful scenery or flourishing
communities fuelled by sustainable economies. Compared to the higher amenity
areas that may thrive on their tourism potential, or rely on attracting certain
demographic groups, lower amenity areas usually cope with an ageing population,
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net out-migration, population loss and the ongoing reduction of available amenities
and services. Typically, in-migration is overlooked as a major demographic
influence in lower amenity areas. The chosen communities in this research are
defined as depopulating SPAs that have more in common with lower amenity areas
than higher amenity areas. Many of the selected communities are positioned as
stagnating or declining, with very few opportunities and resources.
Several studies that have explored in-migration to lower amenity areas (Vuin et al.,
2016; Eimermann, 2016; Eimermann, 2015; Stockdale, 2014, Bijker, Haartsen, &
Strijker, 2012) confirmed that even such declining areas experience in-migration.
While these areas seem to lack most of the positive characteristics that higher
amenity areas may offer, there are still people migrating to these areas for various
reasons. The studies showed that lower amenity areas may attract different inmigrants, ranging from entrepreneurs (Herslund, 2012;Bosworth, 2010), the preretired population (Stockdale & MacLeod, 2013), lifestyle migrants (Benson &
O’Reilly, 2016), amenity migrants (Mattarrita-Cascante et al., 2015;Thulemark,
Lundmark & Heldt-Cassel, 2014; Argent et al., 2013) and escalator migrants
(Chalkiti & Carson, 2009); to displaced migrants, default migrants driven by family
or work circumstances and financially limited migrants seeking a cheaper lifestyle
(Cognard, 2014; Stockdale & MacLeod, 2013). However, it is important to
distinguish that in-migrants to higher and lower amenity areas differ in terms of
expectations, preferences, prerequisites and capacity (although these are sometimes
categorised in the same groups). This becomes apparent when considering
destination choice. In-migrants’ previous places of residence may vary from local to
international and the justification of their destination choice may depend on one
particular factor or prerequisite (e.g., employment or property). The same applies to
58

their migrant experiences and impressions of rural life. Each in-migrant will present
different expectations and preferences that contribute to their shaping migrant
experiences and impressions of the receiving places and communities. This implies
that even on the lower amenity level there is considerable diversity in migration
experiences leading to the potential for lower amenity areas to be differently affected
by continuing in-migration.

2.2.2.2 Rural transformation
Pred (1984) thought that studies of human settlements were at risk of reducing
analysed contexts to fragmented and frozen scenes, arguing that settlements such as
neighbourhoods never materialise fully formed or stay dormant (Lekkas et al., 2016).
It is now acknowledged that places are spatiotemporal constructions that are in the
continual state of change. They are affected by internal and external changes;
therefore, they are constantly changing and adapting to new circumstances. It is
important to include the structural and socio-political determinants that affect these
areas and the residential context over time. In the literature, we can find concepts of
rural development explained as rural restructuring (Petterson, 2002) or rural
transformation (Böhm, 2011). The concept of the rural restructuring explains the
transformation of the area through including external factors and local context,
assuming that the local developments are driven from events on a larger scale
(Petterson, 2002). The concept is usually divided in three main dimensions: 1) socioeconomic decomposition, 2) economic change and 3) transformation of the role of
the government (Hoggart & Paniagua, 2001). Böhm (2011) defined these processes
as transformative or developmental in the context of rural and depopulating SPAs
(see Figure 3).
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Figure 3 Three dimensions of rural reconstruction ( Böhm, 2011)

For the purposes of this research, the term ‘rural transformation’ seemed more
suitable. The reason for using transformation instead of restructuring is that it is
apparent that these areas experience and participate in some sort of continual change.
As previously mentioned, the effects of the mobility, in-migration and the changes of
the community dynamics also affect the receiving place by reshaping the existing
landscape.
This process incorporates aspects of both transformation and restructuring as it is
interrelated and multidimensional (Hoggart & Paniagua, 2001). The interplay of four
dimensions constantly affecting and changing each other contributes to this
transformational process over the extended period. For better comprehension of this
process, visual ethnography was particularly useful. It captured the slight changes
that may not be visible or noted unless they were captured by camera and interpreted
by the researcher.
In some instances, the change might be subtle over a certain short period, but could
have a transformational effect after an extended time. Therefore, ‘transformation’
seemed more appropriate terminology as it referred to smaller scale changes in
depopulating SPAs. Restructuring would imply substantial changes that rarely occur
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in depopulating SPAs. Hoggart and Paniagua (2001) define restructuring as the
‘readjustment in a variety of spheres of life, where processes of change are casually
linked’(p. 42). This is aligned with the general ideas of rural change that this
research explores. However, it seems that ‘transformation’ might be a more
appropriate term for the exploration of gradual change in lower amenity areas. While
the ‘restructuring’ described by Hoggart and Paniagua (2001), creates a solid
framework for the proper interpretation of this process their focus is more of a
political science overview. Further, by referring to this process as a transformation
rather than restructuring acknowledges the time limitations of this research.
Considering the time restraint, it can be argued that this research captured a snapshot
of changing communities in the process of transformation.
Böhm (2011) used the Hoggart and Paniagua framework to discuss the occurring
transformation of rural and depopulating SPAs. He listed several internal and
external factors that might contribute to this process in rural and depopulating SPAs.
These changes are globalisation, political change, decay of primary industries and its
consequences, limited employment opportunities and the reduction of local services.
Therefore, it possible to conclude that these areas have undergone a process of
transformation from a production-dominated landscape to a consumption-dominated
landscape (Böhm, 2011). These landscapes are defined as landscapes that focus on a
certain function such as housing, tourism or recreation. Some of the examples of this
transformation would be the shift from primary resource economies to tourismdriven economies (Lundmark, 2006). For example, Burra, South Australia
transformed from mining town to a ‘tourism and lifestyle’ community (Vuin et al.,
2016), while Terowie transformed from a railway town to the ‘cheapest housing’
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place in South Australia (Peters et al., 2018; Vuin et al., 2016). In Norrland, northern
Sweden, this is common occurrence with Sami and reindeer-herding activities
(Böhm, 2011). For example, the annual Jokkmokk’s Winter Market was established
as a trading spot in 1605 to control the trade in the Lappland market (and manage tax
collection) in remote and depopulating SPAs of northern Sweden. Today, this event
has transformed from a trading spot that was a necessity to a more commercialised
cultural event that attracts visitors and producers from other countries.
These transformations are aligned with Paget’s (1960) conclusions on the effects of
economic opportunities (or lack of them) that contribute to the transformation of the
area through the adaptation process. However, it does not mean that these areas are
revitalised or growing. Rather, the dynamics of the place have gradually transformed
as a consequence of external and internal factors and changes, including in-migration
and out-migration. From the examples, it is apparent that these places are affected by
small changes that then reshape the landscape, places and communities and
ultimately lead to the different experiences of the incoming population. Very few
studies focused on the interplay of the place, community and the in-migrant in the
context of the receiving place in which these dimensions interact (Robinson &
Walshaw, 2011; Kesten et al., 2011; Netto, 2011; White, 2011; Phillips et al. 2010;
Glick, Schiller, & Caglar, 2009; Hickman et al., 2008;Cheong et al., 2007; IPPR,
2007; Robinson et al., 2007). The existing studies have been described as dynamic in
nature, tracking migrant experiences over time and contrasting different experiences
in different places. The encountered limitations (i.e., ambiguity, contradiction and
variability) led to new emerging questions about the position of the places in the
shaping of migrants’ experiences (Robinson & Walshaw, 2011).

62

The following section discusses these transformations in more detail, focusing on the
place itself, and its potential to attract or retain in-migrants. It explores the
temporality of these places and its function in attracting or retaining potential inmigrants. In 2016, Lekkas et al. provided a framework for the life cycle of the place
that is also applicable to depopulating SPAs. Through this framework, the researcher
attempted to depict how these places and their respective community dynamics
change over the extended period and why it is relevant for depopulating SPAs and
their population. As mentioned, the researcher had the opportunity to observe and
explore depopulating SPA case studies over an extended time and noticed that
certain places exhibited different dynamics during each visit that was reflected on the
community and potential in-migrants.
Therefore, it was necessary to recognise that depopulating SPAs, as changeable
entities, hold a different capacity for drawing and retaining in-migrants in the
community depending on their life cycle stage. This leads to further changes in the
population make-up, as well as in the environment that is reshaped through all these
processes.

2.2.2.3 Life course of the place
When discussing the effects of the ongoing changes in the depopulating SPAs and
their communities, it is apparent that this process can be quite transformative over
the long period. The effects may be visible in the physical environment (i.e., a
reshaped landscape) or a change in the population make-up.
The places go through the process of transformation and provide different
experiences to incoming migrants. While depopulating SPAs usually experience

63

these changes at a slower pace, it is not uncommon to qualify them as ‘declining’,
‘stagnating’ or ‘dying’, although these descriptions are not necessarily true.
There are five categorisations of the neighbourhoods presented by Lekkas et al.
(2016), based on Down’s (1981) categorisations (see Figure 4). These are:
1) stable and viable
2) minor decline
3) clear decline
4) heavily deteriorated
5) unhealthy and non-viable.
According to this schema, every transition is followed by changes in the population
make-up and the physical environment. However, not all areas go through all stages
of the life cycle. In some cases, the area might skip certain stages, or linger in one
stage for a period, demonstrating that these stages are not unavoidable or a definite
pathway for every place. Therefore, it is possible to adopt this categorisation and
apply it to depopulating SPAs. Based on the definitions and characteristics, it is
possible to assume that each stage of the cycle will lead to a change in the entire
configuration of the place. This means that the dynamic of the place will change and,
consequently, affect or be affected by the changes in dynamics of the community and
potential in-migrants.
Further, such categorisations allow for further evaluation of the existing diversity
within the depopulating SPAs beyond the mere differentiation of higher or lower
amenity area.
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The areas that have been included in this research all belong to depopulating SPAs.
While some belong to the stable and viable (but still struggling with decline and
ageing population), some transitioned from the unhealthy and non-viable to nonexistent in the past five years. Considering that place is a spatiotemporal dimension,
it was apparent that all the communities progressed through their life cycle during
the given timeframe of this research. Some skipped some steps (i.e., categories) or
lingered in a certain stage for the extended period, while others followed the existing
life cycle framework.
While there has been sufficient literature on the life cycle of the individual and their
proneness to stay or leave the rural areas, the focus is rarely on the interplay of the
place and the in-migration effects. It is more common to find the literature
investigating the role of the community in this process, the relevance of the available
services and amenities in such areas on the decision to migrate or the role of the
community in place attachment to these areas. Considering that depopulating SPAs
have very small-to-non-existent economies, and limited services and infrastructure,
the researcher attempted to use this categorisation to explore the relevance of the
place itself to the lives of the residents and potential in-migrants.
As the outcome, the researcher developed a figure that described how the place’s
progression through the life cycle may affect the incoming migration in a positive or
negative way (Figure 4). Both dimensions are changeable and hold temporal
characteristics. Once the potential in-migrant recognises the given place as satisfying
their necessary prerequisites (e.g., financial, lifestyle or family-related) they migrate
to that place. The community can have a significant role in this process; however,
this section focuses on the interplay of the life cycle of the place and the in-migrant.
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Some examples may include the migration of retired individuals driven by lifestyle
and financial choices to a depopulating SPA that is in the stationary, stable and
viable stage of life cycle. However, the place will either linger in this stage for a
certain period, or progress at some point to the next stage. In this case it might mean
the progression from the stationary, stable and viable place to a place that is
experiencing a minor decline. The decline could occur for several reasons, but if the
place faces further downsizing of services and facilities, the retired in-migrant might
rethink their options and migrate again. In the study by Vuin et al. (2016), some of
the participants stated they were drawn to one of the communities because they had
the opportunity to fulfil their business dream as a part of their retirement plan.
However, once the place progressed onto the latter, more deteriorated phases and the
in-migrant experienced difficulties in running the business as a consequence, they
reconsidered their decision to remain in that place.
This shows that in-migrants also experience transitions among different stages of the
cycle as a part of their migrant experience. Their decisions and experiences are based
on their expectations and the assumed reality when they migrated to the place
accepting it for what it was, or could potentially be (Hall, 2011). Once the place
progressed onto the next stage in the cycle, there could be a mismatch between the
in-migrants’ expectations and the life cycle stage of the place.
When discussing the four categories of the place life cycle, it is also necessary to
explore what happens between these stages. While it is noted that the place
progressed through the cycle, the nature of the ‘progression’ was not clear. Thus, the
researcher distinguished three sub-categories of this process in depopulating SPAs.
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When the place progressed from one life cycle stage to another, there were three substages that the place had to go through to fully reach the next life cycle stage. These
were: Transitioning means that the place underwent some sort of change, ranging
from the closure of local industry to experiencing an influx of tourists resulting from
cultural heritage tourism in the nearby area. In terms of the existing categorisation, it
could be a transition from the stable and viable place stage within the life cycle to a
place experiencing minor decline. As a part of this process, the place itself needs to
recalibrate to the new stage and conditions.

2) Recovery refers to the period in which the place is trying to adjust to a
new situation or demand and tries to develop coping mechanisms that
would be suitable for the new scenario. Usually, residents seek alternative
options for coping with the change and attempt to continue their lives
with minimal disruption. In some cases, the transition does not have a big
effect, whereas, in others it can have devastating effects on remaining
services and the population (e.g., Leigh Creek after the mine closure).

3) The nothing or static phase occurs when the place has adapted to the new
stage of the life cycle and is trying to maintain that status. This might
mean that residents commute to the first proximate place offering jobs or
they readjust to using services in another place and accept these
movements and compromises as non-negotiable elements in their lives.
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1) stable and viable
Transformation
Recovery
Static/nothing

Transformation
Recovery
Static/nothing

5) unhealthy and nonviable

2) minor decline

Transformation
Recovery
Static/nothing

Transformation
Recovery
Static/nothing

4) heavily deteriorated

3) clear decline
Transformation
Recovery
Static/nothing

Figure 4 Adapted categorisation of the neighbourhoods based on Down’s life cycle of the
neighbourhood model (1981) developed by the author in 2017.

The residents (i.e., community) and potential in-migrant will also be exposed to the
four main life cycle stages and sub-stages. The entire process will affect them and
potentially make them rethink whether they remain in the area. In depopulated SPAs,
most long-term residents cope well with these changes as they are already used to
being exposed to limited and minimal services in their places of residence.
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In comparison to the residents of the higher amenity areas, the population of
depopulating SPAs will not perceive decline- or deterioration-related changes as
‘triggering’ when it comes to migration. The motivation and the profiles of the
population and in-migrants to such areas significantly differentiates from the driving
factors of in-migrants to higher amenity areas.
Residents and in-migrants to depopulating SPAs are more focused on the proximity
to areas that offer the services and infrastructure they need in their everyday lives,
than they are on the available services in their place of the residence. Due to the
nature of depopulating SPAs, many residents exhibit higher levels of mobility, which
makes such compromises feasible. Further, the landscape and the proximity to
certain amenities (e.g., wineries or beaches) will have a limited effect when it comes
to their decision-making process related to migration, compared to the population in
higher amenity areas (Vuin et al., 2016). However, the preferable prerequisites for
depopulating SPAs and their in-migrants are ‘developed community spirit’ and the
existence of some activities in the community. The residents in depopulating SPAs
also seek a ‘higher quality of life’, ‘authentic experiences’ and ‘rural idyll’ in such
communities, even though they are not necessarily the types of landscape, places and
communities usually described in the related literature.
Based on these differences, it is apparent that once these places and their
communities are faced with changes in their dynamics, the population of
depopulating SPAs will most likely further utilise their mobility and seek available
and accessible substitutes instead of migrating to another place.
The following section examines the role of the community in this process. Much of
the literature already established the importance of the community in the process of
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appealing or retaining in-migrants to the areas or developing the place attachment,
but have not explored the relevance of the community in depopulating SPAs. As
Lalli (1992) noted, the spatial bonds are relevant because they represent social
bonds. Other researchers stated that place attachment develops from the social
connections and the people living in the place, rather than the place itself (Scanell &
Gifford, 2010; Woldoff, 2002). This is particularly relevant in the context of this
research, as the communities in depopulating SPAs represent such a major aspect in
the dynamic of these places.

2.2.3. Community
Community-related research in rural areas has been a prominent topic in the rural
literature. Its relevance and influence on the decisions and lives of potential inmigrants has been established as one of the most important factors for their retention
and functionality in the new place. Communities represent the ‘identity’ of these
places and create the functional environment for its residents and in-migrants. The
literature has observed and explored the motivation for migration to such places and
offered some well-known motives and reasons for such decisions. Many of the inmigrants mentioned ‘improved quality of life’, ‘rural idyll’, ‘back to the roots’,
‘authentic experiences’ and ‘community spirit’ as particularly relevant to their
decision to migrate. Very often, it seemed the underlying theme of such decisions
was also affected by concepts of ‘cohesive community’, ‘community values’,
‘traditional community life’ or the ‘opportunity to contribute to rural community’
(Vuin et al., 2016; Mitchell, 2004; Stockdale, 2014; Grimsrud, 2011). While the
triggers of migration and the main reason for such decisions were rarely directly
related and affected by community-related motives, the ‘community’ aspect seemed
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to be a contributing factor for the destination choice. The relevance of the
‘community’ continued even post the migration event, as the in-migrant took a role
within the community and became intertwined with community life in the new place
(Vuin et al., 2016).
While there is an existing notion of ‘community wellbeing’ or ‘increased quality of
life’ in rural areas as particularly relevant aspects in these processes and experiences,
there is still no unified definition or measurement tools for this (McCrea et al., 2014;
Andelman et al., 1998). There have been some attempts to tackle this issue, but most
studies focus on either dimensions that contribute to the ‘wellbeing’ or the migrant’s
experiences in the perception of ‘wellbeing’, leaving communities with a vague and
unclear definition in terms of their ‘wellbeing’ in relation to migration processes
(McCrea et al., 2014; Morton & Edwards, 2012; Sirgy et al., 2010; Christakopoulou,
Dawson, & Gari, 2001). Thus, the importance of the community in this process has
been recognised and acknowledged; however, it is still mainly focused and explored
from the in-migrant’s perspective (Robinson & Walshaw, 2011).
Few studies explored this process from the other perspective (Robinson & Walshaw,
2011). Considering that all dimensions in the framework are susceptible to changes,
processes such as in-migration (or out-migration) affect the dynamics of the
community. While this has been acknowledged in the literature, there has not been
much research examining confirmed in-migration effects on the receiving places and
communities in depopulating SPAs. In certain studies when that occurrence has been
taken into the consideration, it was mostly involving or related to higher amenity
areas, the improvement of rural health services (Henning-Smith & Kozhimannil,
2016; Patten et al., 2015; Daniels et al., 2007), the effects of the community in the
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process of the place attachment development (Scanell & Gifford, 2010) or the
development of tourism potential in such areas (Thompson et al., 2016).
Patten et al. (2015) mentioned this issue in their research, claiming that in-migrant
inclusion strategies are crucial to further understand the changing needs of the
communities. It acknowledged that these areas experience changes in the
community’s dynamics through various external and internal processes and changes.
The point Patten et al. (2015) made is relevant for this research, considering that the
community participation research fails to fully address the complex nature and
consequences of the communities, human interaction and relationships between
individuals and the systems.
This is particularly relevant in the case of depopulating SPAs and their communities,
as they are depicted as unique entities with shared goals, spirit, leadership and
actions (Peters et al., 2018; Besser 2009). Usually, these communities are described
as ‘resilient’, providing ‘human capital’ or ‘identity’ to the depopulating SPAs
making them inseparable from the other three dimensions when it comes to inmigration (Peters et al., 2018; Buikstra et al. 2010). The community’s
interconnectedness to the place dimension, and the potential to affect the inmigrant’s experiences, makes the community dimension particularly relevant for this
discussion (Robinson & Walshaw, 2015).
While much of the literature has focused on the importance of the community in the
migrant retention process, less focus has been given to the effects of in-migration on
community dynamics in depopulating SPAs (Peters et al., 2018). Daniels et al.
(2007) called for collaboration between the communities and universities to recruit
and retain health professionals in rural areas. The conclusion was that communities
72

needed to provide financial incentives, more opportunities, recognise their own
health needs and work on their attractiveness as a desirable place to live to
successfully attract and retain incoming health professionals (Daniels et al., 2007).
Vuin et al.’s (2016) research on lower amenity depopulating SPAs also explored the
community’s relevance from the in-migrant’s perspective, asking them to position
themselves in the community and give feedback about their impressions and
experiences. Their diverse responses proved that each of these communities is
unique within the context, but unified in the conclusion that the community (and the
place) will have a significant input in their migrant experiences once they migrate to
depopulating SPAs.
While some depopulating SPAs’ communities cope well with in-migration and
collaborate with in-migrants, others are not always welcoming. The attitude towards
in-migrants depends on many factors such as local government, community
gatekeepers, economy, history, previous experiences with in-migrants, as well as the
in-migrants and their attitude. The combination of these factors could mean some
depopulating SPAs communities are more inclined to interact and welcome
migrants, while others will be less inclined to do so (Vuin et al., 2016). The places
and communities that have a history of migration will be more likely to
accommodate the new in-migrants to the area, present higher levels of inclusiveness
and promote integration of the new members into the community (Robinson &
Walshaw, 2015; Netto, 2011; Hickman et al., 2008; Jayaweera & Choudhury, 2008;
Spicer, 2008; IPPR, 2007; Robinson et al., 2007; Casey et al., 2004).
This proves that each community has unique dynamics that are affected by other
dimensions. In such communities, the spatial bonds represent the social bonds (Lalli,
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1992) and hold an important role for some residents. Changes in landscape, place or
population also affect the dynamics of these communities. A reduction in services
and amenities has the potential to affect the community members’ interactions,
cohesion and the community’s viability (Oncescu, 2016). According to Oncescu
(2016), the closure of services such as schools or banks can cause negative effects on
the community such as disconnectedness, limited participation in other activities or
reduced interactions among community members (Oncescu & Giles, 2012; Witten,
McCreanor, Kearns & Ramasubramanian, 2001; Argent & Rolley, 2000). This
causes additional challenges such as increased isolation for some members and
limited space for ongoing activities and events, leading to the weakened cohesion of
the community (Oncescu, 2016). Such examples provide an insight into the
complexity and dependency of the community on other dimensions within the
framework and their changing dynamics.
As Pavez et al. (2017) stated, the word ‘connection’ takes on a whole new meaning
in rural communities and, particularly, in depopulating SPAs. Connection is more
reflective of progress when it relates to investment in public infrastructure in the area
or kinship between community members, rather than in terms of technological
advancements or some other meaning that would be assigned to it in a more urban
setting (Pavez et al., 2017). Therefore, it became apparent that the researcher should
attempt to capture the community’s coping mechanisms within the life cycle
framework1 to demonstrate the interplay of the dimensions within the framework.
In addition to the interaction of place and community that affects both dimensions,
new in-migrants contribute to this process in their own way. For some in-migrants,

1

Some of the coping mechanisms are presented in the Results (social mapping) section.
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the changes that the community experiences as damaging might be considered an
opportunity to fulfil their aspirations. Through their presence, ideas and engagement
in the community, the in-migrants contribute to the change of dynamics in
depopulating SPA communities. They contribute to change, even when their ideas,
goals and ambitions are not aligned with the community’s dynamics.
McCrea et al. (2014) recognised the functional diversity in their research on
‘community wellbeing’ and acknowledged that diverse groups in the community will
have different needs, wants and aspirations; therefore, the inclusion of the diversity
dimension was required in further ‘wellbeing’ research. As McCrea et al.
established, such diversities will lead to several diverse communities with different
levels of interest in new in-migrants and the changes they bring to the dynamics of
depopulating SPAs.
Some of the communities are described as ‘closed’ and ‘resilient’ towards changes
linked to in-migration. As previously mentioned, several factors affect the ‘identity’
and attitude of the community towards new in-migrants. It is assumed that the
incoming diversity creates a struggle among residents who are unsure what to expect
besides change on some level (i.e., fear of the unknown). Typically, they are afraid
that the new migrants will not share their values or traditions and might change the
community for the worse (Robinson & Walshaw, 2015; Iveson, 2006). McCrea et al.
(2014) pinned the concept of ‘resilience’ against the perception of ‘wellbeing’ and
concluded that, in some cases, the process of resilience is a response to the occurring
changes in a community’s attempt to preserve or restore the ‘community’s
wellbeing’ (Norris et al., 2008). Such an attitude or approach creates a gap between
the community and in-migrant and affects the in-migrant’s experience and further
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migration decisions. In some communities, the community members have selfimposed rules about ‘belongingness’ to the community (e.g., to be considered a
local, at least three generations of the family must have resided there), creating a
substantial divide among in-migrants and the community (Vuin et al., 2016).
However, this does not apply to all depopulating SPA communities. Some
communities try to attract and keep in-migrants, as a revitalisation strategy. The
sustainability of that approach is questionable; however, it implies that they are more
welcoming towards migrants. From the research by Vuin et al. (2016) it was
apparent that the communities presented remarkable diversity within only 150 km
distance between them. When faced with such significant diversity among small and
proximate communities, it was necessary to distinguish their capacity and the
potential for appealing and retaining different types of in-migrants.
While the communities themselves proved to be diverse, the changes they
experienced through the in-migration process were also different. Some depopulating
SPAs that belonged to the more deteriorated spectrum of the life cycle presented
higher levels of resilience, leading to a few very short-lived ‘activity bursts’ with
limited long-term effects in the communities. Others that were closer to the ‘stable’
stages in the life cycle seemed to experience more lasting effects from in-migration
that were visible in their landscape and services over the extended period. However,
this does not mean that the ‘stable and viable’ depopulating SPAs and their
communities were necessarily more welcoming towards the in-migrants, rather the
places were more functional and the communities allowed more leeway for new
ventures and activities. This leads to the conclusion that the community should be
observed within the context of the place (and vice versa), as it is a significant
shaping factor in its dynamics. Such approach is not aligned with the McCrea et al.’s
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(2014) conclusion on the importance of the place and community attachment, as they
deemed it the least important in their ‘community wellbeing’ framework.
However, the reason for these differences might be in the community’s resilience as
a coping mechanism. McCrea et al. (2014) defined ‘resilience’ as the community’s
way of adapting or transforming to the change in its dynamics (Carpenter et al.,
2012; Brown &Westaway, 2011; Folke et al., 2010)2.
Resilience is a temporal process observed as the response to change in the
community that happens over a period, with the aim of establishing or reinstating the
community’s wellbeing. This also means that resilience in this context holds the
capacity for the community to reject the change in the favour of the status quo or to
proactively support the change if they estimate it has the potential to enhance the
wellbeing of the community. Therefore, the diverse examples might indicate the
community’s capacity to adapt and transform to the changes imposed through the
place’s life cycle progression.
McCrea et al. (2014) offered a framework of community wellbeing dimensions and
their importance (see Figure 5). The framework was based on the different literature
and offered an overview of the components of community wellbeing. The conceptual
framework offered several relevant dimensions that contribute to community
wellbeing, one being community attachment.

2

The term ‘resilience’ differs from the passive resilience presented by some communities without any

long-term goal or aim for the future wellbeing of the community (McCrea et al., 2014).
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Figure 5Conceptual framework of community wellbeing dimensions (McCrea et al., 2014)

According to Forjaz et al. (2011), community attachment consists of a sense of
belongingness with elements of trust and security in the community. McCrea et al.
(2014) questioned whether place and community attachment belonged to this
framework or if they were the consequences of the community’s wellbeing and
should not be included. In conclusion, they decided to include it as potentially
relevant in the rural context.
Considering the context of depopulating SPAs in this research, such a framework
would be incomplete without the inclusion of place or community attachment. As
McCrea et al. (2014) acknowledged, when it comes to rural community wellbeing,
most studies explore this only partially, instead focusing on social or economic
wellbeing without the inclusion of the other dimensions that contribute to the
wellbeing of the community. The interplay of place, community and the migrant has
already proved to be interweaved in many studies throughout the rural research
78

literature and such approach would prove to be inadequate to understand the
complexities of these interrelationships.
The role of in-migration in this process is also substantial. The following section will
explore the final dimension in this research’s proposed framework: the migrant and
their effects on the community and the place. As all of these dimensions are complex
and interconnected, some of the migrants’ effects have been mentioned in the
previous sections.
It has already been established that in-migration and out-migration are complex
processes that are affected by mobility, place and community. While the latter two
dimensions are conjoined and are significant factors that act as enablers of inmigration, these dimensions also determine the in-migrant’s experience and
potentially further migration-related decisions.
The following sub-chapter will discuss the variety of in-migrants to depopulating
SPAs and their motivation for migrating. It will also explore the shaping of the inmigrants’ experiences and their potential to stay in the depopulating SPAs as they
progress through the life cycle stages.

2.2.4. Migrant
Various literature uses different terminology to define and describe the individual
migrating to a certain area. In rural migration cases, these terms range from broad
terms such as ‘migrant’, ‘in-migrant’, ‘newcomer’, or ‘counter-urbanite’, to more
specific and distinct terminology such as ‘amenity migrant’, ‘lifestyle migrant’,
‘creative class’, ‘exurbanite’ or ‘displaced migrant’.

79

The choice of appropriate name depends on many factors including the motivation
and prerequisites of migration decisions, the geographical location of the receiving
community and the migrant’s previous place of residence. In many cases, these
categories will overlap; therefore, it is important to distinguish why the chosen group
of migrants is defined as a specific one. Today, the term ‘migrant’ is more often
related to ideas of displaced migrants with the focus more on refugees and asylum
seekers than any other existing terms and interpretations. This calls for a very clear
and distinct description of the used term.
There is a significant distinction when discussing displaced types of in-migrants
versus the other types. While the displaced in-migrants find themselves in a situation
in which they either have to migrate to depopulating SPAs or remain there once they
are placed in the community, the other groups could be described as migrants who
made the decision based on their wants and their ability to migrate and fulfil their
motivations with the new place of residence (Matarrita-Cascante et al., 2015).
In this research, the focus was not on the former types of displaced migrants. While
the researcher did interview several displaced migrants, they were not categorised as
either refugees or asylum seekers. More often, they were in-migrants that were put in
an unfavourable position and financially could not afford to leave the place of
residence or had ties to the place and could not leave at that time. In addition to this
group of in-migrants, the researcher encountered other types of in-migrants that
contributed to changes in the depopulating SPAs. The focus was on the active or
semi-active in-migrants to these communities. This included population that lived in
depopulating SPAs and contributed to community on some level, whether it was
through social and volunteering activities, or through economic activity in the area.
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These types of in-migrants have already been identified in rural migration literature
Thulemark, Lundmark, & Heldt-Cassel, 2014; Argent et al., 2013; Stockdale &
MacLeod, 2013; Herslund,2012; ; Bosworth, 2010; Thulemark, 2011; Moss, 2006)
as ones contributing locally through employment, business development, knowledge
or social/volunteering engagement (Vuin et. al., 2016).
There are different types of in-migrants migrating to depopulating SPAs, ranging
from the semi-retired entrepreneurs, retired in-migrants, default in-migrants, return
in-migrants, escalator in-migrants, displaced in-migrants, cheaper-life-seeking inmigrants and lifestyle in-migrants (as well as many others that belonged to more than
one of these in-migrant types) (Carson & Carson, 2017; Eimermann 2013, 2015,
2017; Benson & O’Reilly, 2016; Ragusa, 2011; Halfacree, 2012; Chalkiti & Carson,
2009; Moss, 2006; Müller, 2006). As well as their types, their motivation for
migrating differed and depended on many factors and prerequisites. Their decision
could be triggered by affordable housing, retirement, lifestyle changes or family or
job commitments (Vuin et al., 2016; Cognard, 2014; Stockdale & MacLeod, 2013;
Bijker et al., 2012; Andersen, 2011; Grimsrud, 2011). They develop place
attachment and their migrant identity over time, trying to establish their role and
place in the community (McCrea et al., 2014;Patten et al., 2015).
The common theme among these in-migrants was their decision to live in rural areas
by choice. They chose to live in such environments because they were content with
the attributes these areas had and did not mind the existing constraints and
limitations (McCrea et al., 2014). This puts the in-migrants and the residents of these
areas in a distinct position when it comes to evaluating their prerequisites and
motivations for their migration decisions. It has already been mentioned that
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different types of rural areas attract different types of the rural residents and inmigrants. While these in-migrants might be positioned within the same category (i.e.,
lifestyle migrant), as higher amenity migrants their prerequisites and motivations
will not be the same. However, in-migrants to depopulating SPAs are still perceived
as bringing rejuvenation in these areas. They are believed to have the capacity to
improve and develop sustainable dynamics in these areas by bringing with them a
new set of skills and knowledge. They are perceived as innovative and agile,
carrying the potential to revitalise the area.
Thus, it is necessary to evaluate their capacities and potential for such endeavours.
In-migrants to depopulating SPAs are diverse individuals that migrate to these areas
for various reasons including: affordable housing, a lower cost of living, a lifestyle
change or pursuit, family commitments or employment (Vuin et al., 2016; Cognard,
2014; Stockdale & MacLeod, 2013; Bijker et al., 2012; Andersen, 2011; Grimsrud,
2011). They can migrate within the region, from a different state or internationally.
In some cases, they have higher education levels and are more open-minded than
long-term residents and are keen to contribute to the community, offering different
skills and networks and showing an interest in change (Patten et al., 2015).
Therefore, as they are permanently residing and participating community members
most of in-migrants do not feel like they are ‘newcomers’ in the community. This is
aligned with the findings of Patten et al. (2015), who claimed that most migrants do
not identify themselves as such. The negative connotation attached to the idea of
‘newcomer’ or ‘migrant’, especially in certain rural communities and depopulating
SPAs’ might affect their role in the community and is something they would rather
avoid.
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According to the literature, most migrants want to be involved in the community life
post-migration and feel like their perceived identity might affect their chances of
being involved. The ‘fear’ or ‘concern’ of encountering passive resilience from the
local community, or being perceived as ‘stupid’, ‘newbies’, or ‘not a true farmer’
might prevent them from even attempting to integrate into the community (Patten et
al., 2015).
Like the migrant’s experience, the migrant’s identity is developed over time as they
try to find their place and role in a community that is developed and has designated
roles. The communities already have developed identities, and the new in-migrants
attempt to position themselves within that context. Different studies confirmed that
the integration period occurs over three or more years, but it can take even longer
(Vuin et al., 2016; Patten et al., 2015; Auer & Carson, 2011). The length of
integration process will depend on the community’s openness, but also on the inmigrants’ efforts to become a part of the community. In some cases, it will be a
lengthy process even if the in-migrant makes the effort. Depending on a community,
some in-migrants will be characterised as ‘newcomers’ even after 10 to 20 years
(Patten et al., 2015). In Vuin et al.’s (2016) study, some participants stated that they
felt like ‘lepers’ if they went to the pub even if they tried to contribute. Conversely,
others had different experiences, as both Patten et al. (2015) and Vuin et al. (2016)
confirmed. Some in-migrants stated that they immediately felt like ‘locals’ and that
there was no discrepancy between them and families that had been there for
generations. This contributes to the idea that both in-migrant and community can be
observed as dynamic variables that are constancy changing and affecting each other.
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In the attempt to create a sense of belongingness to develop community attachment,
some in-migrants join social and volunteering groups (McCrea et al., 2014). This
helps them position themselves in the community and start developing bonds
through various activities and sharing histories with other community members
(Patten et al., 2015).
It seems that the notable difference might be in distinguishing in-migrants by the
length of their stay in the community, rather than their motivation to migrate,
especially when discussing interpersonal relationships between a migrant and the
community. While recent in-migrants are still trying to settle and integrate
themselves in the community, ‘older’ in-migrants that have spent a longer time there
can act as either enablers of this process or challenge it.
According to the literature, older in-migrants might adopt the attitudes of the local
residents and be additionally challenging to deal with for new in-migrants, as they do
not want to affect their established role or identity in the community. This might be
presented in the form of shared values or attitudes towards the new in-migrants. This
occurrence could be explained as understanding the community’s dynamics,
nurturing strong rural bonds and distrust in new in-migrants. As older in-migrants
spend more time in the community and feel the notion of newcomer does not apply
to them, they might feel more inclined to follow the community’s moral authority
(Patten et al., 2015).
Conversely, some older in-migrants feel prompted to support new in-migrants (Vuin
et al., 2016). They will support and invite new in-migrants to join activities and
advise them how to make the transition as easy as possible. The latter case can
sometimes be challenging for new in-migrants who are encouraged to join, but only
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if they follow the community’s rules and procedures. They might encounter some
sort of resilience, resistance from other community members and an unwillingness
for collaboration if they decide to try new approaches and activities that are not
aligned with the community.
The community’s role in the inclusion or exclusion of new migrants may be even
more challenging in depopulating SPAs. With limited, or no, social hubs where
community members can meet or spend time, it is challenging to develop or maintain
a sustainable procedure for the involvement of new migrants. Some communities can
work around this issue by organising events and encouraging new migrants to
participate, while others fail and develop further divides among the two groups.
Oncescu (2016) addressed the importance of such hubs for community cohesion, but
it is apparent that it also applies to in-migrants’ integration and experiences.
This factor, in addition to increased mobility, fragile connections of in-migrants with
the places, place attachment and the satisfaction of the in-migrant’s personal needs
and aspirations, leads to the re-evaluation of the in-migrants’ migration decision. The
migration decision-making process is an ongoing process in which the in-migrant
decides to relocate and makes firm steps in this direction. The framework built by
Kley (2011), delves into the decision-making process of migration. This is relevant,
as most of the literature has focused on the triggers and motives of the migration
examining the processes leading up to the migration event. Considering that this
research deals with the lives of the in-migrants in depopulating SPAs and observes
the migration process as the facilitator of this interplay of different dimensions, it
seemed appropriate to provide a framework of their decision-making process. While
there has been a sufficient amount of literature examining rural and higher amenity
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areas and this process, very few studies are focused on depopulating SPAs and the
experiences of their population after the migration event.

2.2.4.1 Migration decision-making relevance to migrant experience
Rural migration studies have focused on the social and economic factors that
encourage and trigger migration. While different theories investigate various reasons
for migration, it seems like most relied on the already established reasons such as
‘rural idyll’, ‘employment’ or ‘unemployment’, ‘family connections’ or ‘improved
lifestyle’. While these reasons are valid and contribute to migration decision-making
process, they still reflect only a small part of the entire migration experience.
Migration experience is a lengthy process that involves more than a migration event
or an evaluation of the triggers that led to this event. It is a complex interplay of the
in-migrant and the community in a depopulating SPA setting that happens over time.
There are two possible outcomes of the migrant experience that predominately
depend on the communities’ attitude and response, as well as the adaptation efforts
of the individual and their perceived satisfaction and wellbeing in the community.
The migration experience depends on several factors such as the life course of the
individual, relationship with the community, motivation for migration and their longterm plans.
One important factor is the temporal aspect, considering that the migration decision
and everything prior- and post-migration event will determine the final decision to
stay or onward migrate from the place. Although the temporal aspect of migration
has been recognised as important in further understanding of this matter, it appears
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the event history methods that have been prominent in dealing with this topic can
reveal only certain aspects of this process.
In 2014, Stockdale stressed that rural migration decision processes had been either
ignored or over-generalised and simplified into already existing stereotypes related
to rural areas. This approach led to a one-dimensional and simplistic understanding
of the complex interplay of individuals and personal factors and influences that
contribute to their migrant experience. While most literature either focused on who
migrated to the area, why they migrated and when they migrated, the decision
migration process remained overlooked or misinterpreted (Stockdale, 2014). This
process depends on various external and internal factors that shape the individuals’
life and living conditions and lead to the migration decision. While this decision may
be a conscious and rational choice, more often it might be a ‘less controlled’
outcome of given situations and circumstances. This leads to further consideration of
how early life experiences may affect later life migration (Phillip & Macleod, 2016;
Stockdale, 2013). This is aligned with Kley’s (2011) argument on causality of
previous intentions and implications for migration. Thus, migration cannot be
observed or interpreted as a singular event. Previous experiences will influence inmigrants’ expectations and ambitions for the new environment and the effects will be
visible during the post-migration experience. Pavelka and Draper (2015) reflected on
these issues in their paper on high amenity migration and noted that, while some
issues are expected, others are not. This occurs in depopulating SPAs as well,
although in-migrants are usually well-aware of the existing limitations in such areas
prior to the migration event.
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2.2.4.2 Migration decision-making process framework
From the current migration literature, it could be argued that the research focus has
been split into three segments: 1) pre-migration, 2) the migration event and 3) the
consequences of the migration. The available literature has already investigated the
destination choice, migration triggers, property selection criteria and prerequisites
that needed to be satisfied prior to migration, as well as the preconceived
expectations of the migrants (Benson & O’Reilly, 2016; Stockdale, 2014; Gosnell &
Abrams, 2011; Grimsrud, 2011; Moss, 2006; Mitchell, 2004). As suggested by
Kalter (1997), the idea of migration process is phrased around ‘consideringplanning-realising’ migration (Kley, 2017; Godri & Feleky, 2016; Huinink et al.,
2013; Kley, 2009). It is apparent that the place and the community influence the
decision of the potential in-migrant to migrate to a particular area.
Until this point, much of the research has focused on specific stages of the migration
experience and has explored the reasons for migration within the particular stage.
For better comprehension, it is necessary to expand the perspective into the whole
migration cycle experience. It is challenging to make overarching conclusions about
why migrants make certain decisions, due to their diversity, different preferences and
priorities and different life-stages. Therefore, it is necessary to expand the focus
beyond the planning and actional (i.e., migrant event) phase to fully understand the
migrant’s further decisions. Kley’s (2011) model appropriately depicts the migrant
experience cycle and its components (see Figure 6). It also considers the
interrelatedness of the various migration phases, including previous migrant
experiences that affect subsequent ones.
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Figure 6Simple redraw of Kley’s model in the circular form (Kley, 2011)

According to Kley, migration is considered either a way to make it easier to achieve
existing goals or to help set and achieve new goals. Not all those who consider
migration take concrete steps towards a migration event. However, some in-migrants
proceed from the pre-decisional phase to the planning phase, which involves making
more specific decisions about the next destination. This phase, for example, may
move a potential in-migrant from considering a broad destination category (i.e., ‘I
want to move to a rural area’) to a more specific location (i.e., ‘I want to move to this
town or region’). The planning phase also concentrates the temporal considerations,
with migration moving from potentially occurring ‘one day’ to a specific timeframe.
As the planning phase proceeds, these parameters of space and time (along with the
goals of migration) become increasingly well established.
The actional phase is typically triggered by a clearly identifiable (i.e., triggering)
event such as the signing of a contract to selling an existing residence, resignation
from work, hiring of furniture removalists and the like. The actional phase then
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proceeds through several activities that involve the physical moving from one place
to another.
The transition from the actional phase to a post-actional phase is blurred. While there
may be physical markers of when a migrant has taken up residence in a new place,
psychologically and socially it may take some time for the migrant to resolve that
they have begun ‘living’ somewhere else. Consequently, the period of transition
from actional to post-actional phase is accompanied by reflection and evaluation of
the extent to which the move is likely to help them achieve the goals that inspired the
decision to migrate in the first place (or indeed, the goals that subsequently emerged
in the previous phases). Kley allows for a resolution of this evaluation process that
leads to further migration, thus, having the migrant enter the pre-decisional phase
once again. Kley (2011) defined the post-actional phase as the ‘evaluation of
whether further goal pursuit is necessary and worthwhile’ once the in-migrant is
already living at the destination. Yet, Kley and others have depicted the migration
experience as a linear and bounded one and have implied that a new experience
begins on a ‘separate page’ to the previous experience, while still being affected by
previous experiences. In this research’s depiction of Kley’s model, the researcher
acknowledges the importance of the previous migration event in inspiring future
events, and so posits a circular model, implying that throughout a lifetime, individual
migration events are always linked to previous and future migration events.
Kley’s focus was on the way in which migrants begin the migration experience, or,
in our interpretation, continue with the life series of migration experiences.
Migration experiences are viewed as triggered by an individual’s or household’s
progression through a life course. Life course transitions provide inspiration to
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consider and reconsider life goals, the achievement of which may be assisted by
migration. Kley particularly identified life course events that typically occur early in
a lifetime as being major migration triggers. Such events include going to university,
starting a working career and family formation. Migration at ages associated with
these events (i.e., from late teens until late twenties) is certainly more common than
migration at other ages. Other powerful predictors of migration include children
reaching school age, children leaving home and retirement from work. There is an
assumption here of migration being a voluntary decision, but it is also possible that
migration is forced by specific events that are beyond a person’s control and that
signify a life course transition (e.g., unexpectedly losing a job, being evicted from a
home, becoming a victim of war and so forth).
Both versions of Kley’s model imply a separation between phases in the migration
experience. However, transition from one phase to another can be fuzzy and phases
can overlap and even co-exist. The migration literature provides some examples of
when this occurs. For example, escalator migration (Chalkiti & Carson, 2009) is
marked by a (typically) young adult migrating to a place to achieve rapid career
progression, but with the ever-present intention to migrate away again once that goal
is achieved. Such an individual is at once engaged in the actional and post-actional
phases of one experience and in the pre-decisional and even planning phases of the
next. In this way, it is the blurring, overlapping and co-existence of migration
experience phases that allow for the circular nature of the model as we have
described it.
In the escalator migration example, there is some clear intention for onward
migration even before the escalator migration event occurs. In other cases, onward
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migration may be not pre-planned and be triggered by the process of evaluation that
Kley talks about in the post-actional phase. However, there has been very little
investigation of this phase and it is unclear how or why migrants may choose to stay
in a destination or engage in further migration. A better understanding of this process
would substantially add to the value of Kley’s model as a representation of migration
throughout a lifetime and would also have practical applications for the employers
and communities trying to attract and retain skilled workers or active community
members.
According to Auer and Carson (2010), the process of integration may involve the
migrant first adjusting to the new environment and then more fully adapting.
Adjustment involves making the necessary changes in lifestyle to live as well as
possible in the new location over time. Adaptation is a more complete integration,
whereby the migrant can change themselves and the destination community in such a
way that the migrant can achieve their goals. It could be argued that adjustment is
associated with the transition from the actional to the post-actional phases of Kley’s
model. Adaptation is more akin to integration and is the heart of the post-actional
phase. Auer and Carson (2010) imply that those who adjust but fail to adapt are
likely to consider onward migration earlier than those who can adapt.
There is a tendency in the literature to assume that migrants who do not stay very
long in a new community have somehow had a ‘failed’ experience. In international
migration literature, this is even often referred to as ‘failed migration’. In literature
that is focused on the recruitment and retention of migrants (either to specific jobs or
to communities seeking new populations), factors are sought that can be ‘blamed’ for
an individual deciding to move on. However, other research suggests that even
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integrated migrants may move on. The concept of the ‘migration personality’
suggests that there are people who seek to regularly migrate to new places and they
may do so even if they have been very satisfied with the previous place. Thus, ‘failed
migration’ is only one form of ‘onward migration’. ‘Successful’ migration, in which
migrants integrate into the new community, may also lead to further migration. The
rural community literature is beginning to acknowledge this, with an increasing shift
away from the idea that a successful community is one that retains its young adults
to one in which a successful community prepares its youth to leave. This is
becoming more important as the population becomes more mobile. It is impossible
to ignore the role of mobility on rural restructuring processes, especially when aware
that rural areas are undergoing major transformation. Therefore, it is necessary to
observe the migration event as an open-ended (either permanent or temporary)
relevant event that has certain implications on both the in-migrant and the receiving
place (Gkartzios et al., 2017).
When viewed as circular, Kley’s model offers an opportunity for increasing
understanding of how and why people choose to migrate to particular destinations
and then to stay (and for how long) or leave (and how soon). Exploring this in a rural
setting also serves to advance the literature that is emerging around Kley’s model,
testing its applicability in different destination contexts.

2.2.4.3 Migration experiences in depopulating SPAs
When discussing the migration experience, much of the literature focuses on the
experiences of the international migrants (Woods, 2018; Becker, 2018; Robinson &
Walshaw, 2014; Kveder & Flakhaux, 2013; Eimermann, 2013). Notably, there is a
great deal of research around the mental health issues and consequences of forced
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migration (Hosseini et al., 2013; Schweitzer et al., 2011; Rudnick, 2009). However,
there is not much literature available that discusses the migrant experience in the
context of this research. Therefore, it is necessary to acknowledge that all in-migrant
types have different experiences in this process. Their experiences are affected by
their previous experiences, the receiving community and the place. In depopulating
SPAs, the migrant’s experiences will be significantly different than in a higher
amenity area. The existing spatial and social limitations will shape their lives and
experiences and, consequently, make them stay or leave the area.
Their migration experience is shaped over time and starts long before the actual
migration event. As Kley’s model depicted, this process begins once the in-migrant
starts re-evaluating their place of residence and considering potential migration. The
in-migrant’s experiences up until that point shape and dictate their further
prerequisites and decisions (Kley 2011, 2013, 2017; Vuin et al., 2016). As one of the
participants in Vuin et al. (2016: 13) stated:
Dreadful neighbours [were the trigger]. I put up with them for 20 years and
I couldn’t stand it any longer … And I’ve known people here for 30 years
… so I said I move to Burra, because it’s a pleasant town, pleasant people
and I love the area.
This example (among others) clearly shows how personal experiences affect and
influence in-migrants further decisions and choices when it comes to migration.
Once the migration event occurs and the in-migrants start living in the new place, the
post-actional phase of the Kley’s model commences.
The experiences will be shaped by various factors, such as transport, phone
connection, amenities, services, infrastructure and the community itself (Vuin et al.,
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2016). Depending on the in-migrant, they will either proactively participate in
community life or not. However, the studies have shown that in-migrants who
actively seek to participate will quicker develop the sense of belongingness and have
a more positive migrant experience in comparison to those who do not. This will also
depend on the type of community the in-migrants migrate to. Some communities will
show higher levels of resilience and have less interest in interacting with the inmigrants. Depending on the in-migrant and their expectations, this will lead to
positive or negative experiences. For in-migrants in search of community spirit, rural
idyll and community cohesion, such experiences might trigger further migration. For
others who migrated in search of employment or property, such experiences will not
necessarily be harmful or lead to further migration.
The very same reasons that might appeal to in-migrants might become the driving
force in their decision to leave again. When the individual first arrives to the place,
they go through the initial ‘arrival’ phase. They experience mixed feelings ranging
from optimistic anticipation to regret, revaluation of the decision and, depending on
their attitude, they either develop a ‘place attachment’ (Onsecu, 2016; Auer &
Carson, 2010) or withdraw from the place and migrate again. Depending on the inmigrant and the community, the in-migrant’s experiences will be positive or
negative. Some in-migrants will adjust to their new lives, while others will adapt.
Auer and Carson (2010) explained the differences in these two terms by
differentiating in-migrants interest and willingness to interact and become fully
adapted community members. The adaptation process means recasting personal
ambitions and values to be consistent with what can be achieved given the local
circumstances (Auer & Carson, 2010). According to Auer and Carson, it has been
argued that short-term migrants adjust rather than adapt to the new setting. This
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means that they temporarily set aside their ambitions and values to align well with
the local conditions, rather than permanently changing them (Auer & Carson, 2010).
Therefore, their migrant experiences will also be affected by their integration levels.
Considering the community’s ‘identity’ and the place’s capacity to accommodate
activities and facilitate in-migrants engagement with the community, it may be
assumed that different depopulating SPAs will present different migrant experiences
for in-migrants. It may be concluded that if the place dimension is in the phase of the
life cycle that is satisfactory for the individual and their needs, it is more probable
that the person will develop place attachment and be inclined to stay for a period.
However, once when the individual’s needs change, or the place enters the new
phase, the individual may feel inept. Hence, it would be possible to assume that there
is a ‘liveability or durability timeframe’ for every in-migrant. The escalator migrant
would have a very different timeframe compared to a young family that aims to
settle in the area. However, this does not mean that the escalator migrant will not
adapt and decide to stay, or the family will not leave. There are various factors that
affect the individuals’ perception of the place and their role in it, and it may be
challenging to distinguish how do they prioritise these factors and if they have the
potential to encourage adaptation instead of simply adjustment.
This calls for further evaluation of this process. The life course approach should
systematically consider factors that affect the in-migrants’ developmental profile and
how spatiotemporal imprinting influences migration to a place. This would imply
that instead of creating comprehensive strategies on the regional level and aiming to
attract different types of individuals, governments should adopt a micro-perspective
and acknowledge the existing diversity and limitations of the involved areas. When
discussing migration, it is important to acknowledge that not all the areas have the
96

same potential to attract and retain residents. Further, different places will provide
substantially different experiences for in-migrants shaping their further decisions for
potential migration. Still, there are certain life events in the in-migrant’s life course
when the individual is more inclined to migrate elsewhere. Usually these are life
changing events that trigger thoughts about potential migration to other area such as:
forming a family, buying property, getting a new job, escalator migration, having
children and experiencing an ‘empty nest’. Further, if the place experiences loss of
services or deterioration of infrastructure this might lead to onward migration of the
in-migrants to these areas. It is apparent that many reasons can trigger the predecisional phase of this process for in-migrants in depopulating SPAs. It is only
questionable how probable it is that each type of in-migrant leaves these areas after a
period. This is particularly relevant in discussion of out-migration from depopulating
SPAs, in which the process of out-migration is perceived as a negative trend with
damaging consequences of (general) decline. However, even those places defined as
declining communities still did not die out (Peters et al., 2018; Ahlin, 2016).
Therefore, this premise should be re-evaluated in the context of how migrants
actually influence the decline. The next section will focus on the interplay of place
and in-migrant and attempt to provide some insights into that matter. As Robinson
and Walshaw (2014) concluded, the role of the place dimension is still overlooked in
the literature although it has been acknowledged that it plays an important role in inmigrant experiences.

2.2.5. Migrant and place
As the place progresses through its life cycle, so do the in-migrants. It has been
already established that these two changeable and dynamic dimensions interact and
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affect each other. When discussing the life cycle of the place, it has been noted that it
might positively or negatively affect migration patterns and the community itself.
It appears that there is no framework that explores this connection and the relation of
these two dimensions in that context. Robinson and Wlashaw (2014) acknowledged
that place has the potential to affect the migrant and their experiences much more
than it has been assumed up until now. According to their research, many of the
studies acknowledged this connection but very few focused on their potential
relevance and interconnectivity (Robinson & Walshaw, 2014).
This is even more relevant in the case of the depopulating SPAs. It is indisputable
that these two dimensions have significant effects on each other and their dynamics.
Further, there has been a great deal of discussion related to migration and its effects.
Out-migration has been portrayed as a negative trend that leads to ‘dying villages’;
however, this is not necessarily correct (Peters et al., 2018; Ahlin, 2016).
Therefore, the researcher created a framework connecting the life cycle sub-stages
with the depopulating SPAs population and their capacity to affect decline (see Table
1). Such a framework should offer an insight into the diversity of incoming migrants
and their potential to leave the area once it starts progressing to the next stage of the
life cycle.
As mentioned, the place rotates between the four main life cycle stages and three
sub-stages between each of the main stages adopted from the model of Lekkas et al.
(2016).
Table 1 How Do Migrants Affect Decline?
The Extent to Which Migrants Affect Decline
Intended
Accidental

Disinterested
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Transition
Recovery
High probability
of ‘failed
migration’ if
expectations
have not been
met

Adaptation period
→ trying to avoid
migration, whatever
happens

Low probability of
migration? → but
could be looking for
a place where they
would care to live

Nothing
Resilient

The sub-phases of the life cycle have already been explained and elaborated in the
place section.
TRANSITION: The term ‘transitioning’ means that the place underwent some sort
of the change. McCrea et al. (2016) concluded that the change is often complex,
uncertain, unpredictable, multifaceted and non-linear. In the terms of the existing
categorisation, it could be a transition from the stable and viable place stage within
the life cycle to a place experiencing minor decline. As a part of this process, the
place itself needs to recalibrate to the new stage and conditions.
RECOVERY: The term ‘recovery’ (Table 1) describes the period when the place
itself is trying to adjust to a new situation or demand and tries to develop coping
mechanisms that would be suitable for the new scenario. Usually the residents are
seeking alternative options for coping with the change and attempt to continue their
lives with minimal disruption. In some cases, the transition does not have a big
effect, while in others it can have devastating effects for the remaining services and
the population.
STATIC: The last phase is the ‘nothing’ or ‘static’ phase that occurs once the place
has adapted to the new stage of the life cycle and is trying to maintain that status.
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The second variable in the table is distinguishing whether the in-migrant migrated
voluntarily, involuntarily or because the place fit their prerequisites. Their attitudes
could be described as ‘a consequence of an intended move’, ‘a consequence of an
accidental move’ or ‘disinterested’. The attitudes are directed by the main motivation
for migration to the chosen community.
The ‘intended’ group is one that wanted to migrate to that exact community, while
‘accidental’ is the group that moved to the community because it satisfied their
prerequisites (e.g., escalator migrants), not because it had one distinguishing quality
or appeal that drew them to that location and made it the preferable option. The
‘disinterested’ group is when people migrated because it satisfied their key
motivation for migration and that keeps them there (e.g., seeking affordable
housing). However, categorisations are not reflective of the migrants’ role and their
interest in community life.
When evaluating these in-migrant profiles and tendencies, it appears the more fragile
and migration-prone group might be the ‘intending’ group. This specific group might
experience a mismatch in their expectations and reality, as they migrated to a
particular location with certain expectations and aspirations. This is particularly
relevant once the place starts progressing towards the next stage (stable and viable
→ decline) of the cycle. These in-migrants knew that there were certain limitations
to life in depopulating SPAs, but if the remaining services are closed during their
adaptation period, it might lead to further migration. If the individuals purposely
migrated to the area, but their expectations were not met due to the ongoing
progression in the life cycle, they can either adjust and move forward at some point
or change their priorities and adapt to the new situation. If the place loses certain
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services or infrastructure (e.g., health services) and the community does not present a
suitable recovery substitute the in-migrant might leave the area. However, if they
decide that the offered substitute (e.g., health services in the proximate community)
is acceptable, they will stay in the area and likely become more resilient to such
changes. Drawing from the table, it could be argued that the individuals that
purposely migrated to the area and went through the transition, recovery and static
phases are the resilient ones that adapted to the new place and the community.
When it comes to the accidental in-migrants, once the place starts progressing onto
the next stage of the cycle, it is likely that they will stay in the community. This is
particularly relevant in the case of escalator migrants, as their main motivation for
the migration was employment opportunities. For this group, the changes in the
community do not really affect their decision to stay or leave, as their driving
motives are significantly different and their lives in depopulating SPAs are viewed as
the stepping stone to a (potentially) better future. However, this group is aware that
they will be located in the community for a specific timeframe and will have the
opportunity to leave afterwards, so their attitude is not unexpected. The main
question is whether these in-migrants are willing to adapt or if they are only
adjusting to living in the new location. According to Auer and Carson (2010), inmigrants who aimed to remain for only a certain period adjusted to the new living
environments, while the ones that migrated for an undefined period or decided to
involve themselves in the community had the best chance of fully adapting. While
their research was focused on understanding and informing recruitment and retention
programs, it can be also used to understand the internal dynamics of a place and an
individual.
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Another example of accidental in-migrants would be the individuals that migrated to
a community because it satisfied their prerequisites and enabled them to pursue their
personal aspirations (e.g., opening a bed & breakfast or a pub as part of their
retirement plan). Once the place starts transitioning, these individuals will attempt to
adapt to the change, even if it changes the configuration of the place and the
community. In the case of depopulating SPAs, such a decision might be derived
from ‘low entry and high exit barriers’ for in-migrants, meaning that such
individuals often spend most of their savings and are financially incapable of onward
migration at any further stage of the place cycle (Vuin et al., 2016).
The last group is the ‘disinterested’ in-migrant. The odds of this group leaving are
minimal, as they migrated to the area because it satisfied their key prerequisite. In
many cases, these are in-migrants who made their decision based on their financial
situation or to ‘get away from everything’. These individuals are not likely to
migrate further, irrelevant of the changes in place and community. However, this
does not mean that these in-migrants are excluded from the community. Vuin et al.
(2016) found some participants fitted into this group of in-migrants, but they still had
a role in the community. Even those that were less engaged mentioned that they had
their own personal interests and hobbies, leading to the conclusion that perhaps in a
different context they would be more active members of the community.
This leads to a further exploration of the interaction between the four dimensions. As
Auer and Carson (2010) stated, further migration happens when the adjustment
becomes unsustainable and adaptation is ruled out as an option. It is obvious that the
place and the community have a significant role in this process.
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Therefore, it may be concluded that the place and community dimension have an
important role in the decision-making process of these individuals when it comes to
further migration and their experiences. However, the in-migrant as an individual
will have a limited influence on the decline of the place itself. As it may be
concluded from Table 1, in-migrants in depopulating SPAs will show higher levels
of resilience to change in the dynamics of the place or community. Further migration
triggered by deterioration of the place will be limited for in-migrants that had a failed
migration experience or for the population that could not adapt to the new place and
the community. In addition, the onward decision-making process will be based on
their personal reasons, life course events and stages.
Figure 1 might be more appropriate for depopulating SPAs considering the roles of
each dimension and their interaction. The interweavements of these dimensions are
inseparable when discussing in-migration to depopulated SPAs. Mobility is the
overarching dimension that enables all the following interactions in each of these
dimensions. Although all of these dimensions are separate and independent, they still
overlap and affect each other when it comes to migration. This literature review
attempted to provide an insight into the four dimensions that are relevant in this
context. The community and the place are independent but inseparable dimensions
that affect the place’s desirability, identity, resilience and attachment and the inmigrants’ dimension in that process. The in-migrants’ increased mobility in the
context of the depopulating SPAs, their decision-making processes and experiences
and the attachments they develop with the other dimensions in this context all proved
to be relevant in this evaluation of migration to depopulating SPAs. These
dimensions are changeable and the changes they experience affect each of the
dynamics. The change is often complex, uncertain, unpredictable, multifaced and
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non-linear (McCrea et al., 2016). It could be argued that these dimensions in
depopulating SPAs could be explained in the same way. The lack of knowledge and
insight into these processes within ‘invisible’ ‘dying villages’ calls for further
research in this area. This study attempts to do this by responding to dimensionrelated questions and offering insights into the complexity of these processes over
the extended period.
The following chapters will provide an insight into the different methods this
research used to achieve the results and offers in-depth findings into the dynamics of
the migration processes to depopulating SPAs.
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3. Methods
3.1. Introduction
This research used a qualitative approach involving case studies in depopulating
SPAs in Australia, Sweden and Croatia to explore how rural communities are
affected by the process of in-migration. Twelve case study communities were
engaged in total: seven in Australia, three in Sweden and two in Croatia.
All the chosen sites experienced depopulation within the last decade, largely as a
result of out-migration. The effects of that demographic change were often visible in
the communities in the form of closed services and empty buildings. However, each
community also experienced an influx of in-migrants during that period. In total, 76
interviews were conducted for the research, including recent in-migrants, long-term
residents and formal and informal community leaders. Interviews broadly covered
topics such as reasons for migration, destination choice and social and economic
changes caused by in-migration to the community.
The case study communities belong to depopulating SPAs. To improve the quality of
data, the researcher combined several qualitative methods during the data collection
process. In addition to interviews, the researcher used critical realist ethnography,
visual ethnography, participatory rural appraisal and quantitative descriptive
information to augment the data. The ethnographic approach emerged naturally, as
the researcher spent some time in the communities and experienced the challenges
and benefits of life in depopulating SPAs. This led to a personal migrant experience
that initially prompted and contributed to the development of this dissertation.
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Also, the researcher took a participatory planning approach that both engaged
communities in the research process and improved the quality of data provided. The
participatory planning method (i.e., participatory rural appraisal [PRA]) was
previously used to explore possible strategies for local tourism stakeholders in rural
communities (Reggers et al., 2016). The idea behind PRA is that the researcher
recognises the community’s potential to contribute to the research process through
their knowledge and information. Some PRA techniques include social mapping that
allows participants to visually describe the location and function of social amenities
such as houses, roads and schools. Mapping can then show how these amenities have
changed over time and what changes may be expected or desired in the future. In this
research, social mapping was used to identify the most important gathering spots in
the community and tried to capture how and if these locations and their importance
and meaning had changed over recent years. The mapping then inspired discussion
about the extent to which newcomers had played a role in shaping community
interaction. The researcher used ethnography as one of the supporting tools for better
interpretation of data.
The research was conducted between July 2013 and March 2018, with the primary
data collection in Croatia and Sweden commencing in late 2015. The researcher
spent between two and nine months in each country for fieldwork purposes and had
prior experience living and researching the sites in Croatia and Australia. For much
of the final two years of the research, the researcher was based primarily in Sweden.
As a result, the research is informed by both the formal data collection and the lived
experience of the researcher as a temporary or returning in-migrant.
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The chapter now proceeds as follows: a summary of the primary research context
and providing the case study prerequisites that made them suitable for this type of
study. This is followed by a sub-chapter divided into four sections that elaborate on
the used methods in this research, research process and data analysis and limitations
of this study.
The selected methods seemed the most appropriate for the developed RQs. The
nature of the research determined the choice of selected methods. The researcher
combined several qualitative approaches with the descriptive quantitative
information to validate the collected data. While the main source of data was driven
from the semi-structured interviews (RQ1, RQ2, RQ3 and RQ4), the researcher
utilised visual ethnography and social mapping (RQ2 and RQ4) to show the effects
of migration and mobility on depopulating SPA landscapes. Further, the researcher
conducted additional informal conversations with residents and in-migrants to enrich
the data and further understand the context and dynamics of these areas. To fully
understand the dynamics of demographic, economic and social change in
depopulating SPAs, the researcher adopted the ‘dirt research approach’, which is
comparable to ‘extreme ethnography’ approaches. While most of the available data
focused on either a quantitative observation of this matter (i.e., decline,
depopulating, ageing populating or revitalisation) or on the sole dimension in the
process, this research attempted to utilise the dirt research to provide thick
descriptions of in-migration effects on the four dimensions in the depopulating
SPAs. Further, the researcher attempted to combine exploratory sequential design
with the case study approach to provide a more comprehensive overview of the
occurring changes driven by in-migration in the case study areas.

107

3.2. Primary Research Context
The primary research context was based in depopulating SPAs in three areas: South
Australia, northern Sweden and Croatia.
Each has different shaping markers (e.g., history, politics, culture and economy), but
tall struggle with population loss, perceived stagnation or decline of the areas and its
effects. Consequently, this led to social and economic changes in the communities,
as well as the reshaped landscape of the depopulating SPAs. The developed
framework provided an insight into the key dimensions that are affected through the
process of in-migration (and vice versa). This means that the effects of the inmigration process go beyond the in-migrant and their experiences, but are also
reflected in the community’s dynamics, the landscape of these areas and increased or
new approaches to mobility.
The research has been conducted from 2013–2018 and included 14 communities.
The communities are: Burra, Hallett, Mount Bryan, Whyte Yarcowie, Ulooloo,
Terowie, Peterborough, Eudunda and Point Pass in Australia, Latikberg, Järvsjöby
and Dalasjö in northern Sweden, and Korčula and Lastovo in Croatia.
All Australian communities belong to the mid-north region of South Australia. The
region is positioned outside the ‘case study sites are positioned outside the popular
amenity migration (or “tree change”) zones in inland South Australia’ such as
Barossa or Clare Valley (Vuin et al., 2016; p.5).
The introductory stage of exploratory case study design requires the selection of case
study areas. These areas were selected to fit certain prerequisites for this study such
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as: ageing population, declining area, lower amenity area, service and facilities
reduction and generally considered an outer peripheral rural area.
Data was collected in depopulating SPAs in Västerbotten, northern Sweden, the midnorth region of South Australia and two remote islands in the Dubrovačko
Neretvanska region, Croatia. Due to the economic and political situation, each one of
the case study areas developed different characteristics that affected the communities
and led to the depopulation and isolation of these areas. Besides remoteness, many of
them are struggling with isolation, reduction of services and amenities and limited
opportunities that result in negative migration trends and stagnation of these areas.

3.3. Selecting Research Methods
Research methodologies can be either quantitative or qualitative. Both methods
contribute to the research with their specific strengths and limitations (Brady &
Collier, 2004). A qualitative approach is usually used when the researcher is aiming
to explore the phenomenon, understand the experience of the involved individuals or
develop a theory. A quantitative approach is used when the researcher wants to test
the theory or describe the topic statistically and interpret causal relationships
(Guetterman et al., 2015).
Some of the limitations of qualitative research are ‘lack of quantification and small
numbers of observations’, while quantitative research struggles with ‘[ruthless]
quantification and a jumble of dissimilar cases’ (Cameron, 2009, p.141). This means
that quantitative research is observing the cases without any regard to their
individuality or natural variation. Both methods have their advantages and
disadvantages, but it is impossible to characterise them either as weak or strong
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compared to the other method, unless they are used in a certain context
(Sandelowski, 2003).
Hence, it is expected that the nature of research will drive the choice of
methodology. This research used different types of qualitative methodologies to
address the causality, generalisability or magnitude of the effects related to the topic.
Further, it used quantitative descriptive information to provide context and to
understand the scope and dynamics of the depopulating SPAs. This included the
analysis of the national census and population register databases in each country.
The information was used to evaluate the basic demographic indicators to set up the
context of each community and its population. It was important to investigate the
demographic indicators of each community, as it was already apparent from Vuin et
al. (2016) that the diverse lower amenity areas appeal to a diverse pool of potential
in-migrants in search of their own idyll or sea change or tree change. In addition, the
population of these areas, including the in-migrants will affect the community’s
dynamics and contribute to different profiles of these places and communities. The
research also explored why and how the phenomenon of migration to lower amenity
areas occurs to develop a probable theory and depict the experiences of participating
individuals and their lives in the chosen areas. The main reason for using such an
approach in this research was to create a viable framework to address the
contemporary issues of this research such as focusing on unified theories and
attempting to address decline through various regional strategies without
understanding the diversity of included depopulating SPAs. This research used semistructured interviews, visual ethnography, formal and informal conversations with
the residents of the area and social mapping to understand the dynamics of the
demographic, economic and social change in these depopulating SPAs.
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This was achieved through community-level research known as extreme
ethnography or dirt research (Peters et al., 2018). This approach emerged in Canada,
where several researchers attempted to explore and experience their communities of
interest to validate the quantitative data that exists about these communities. This
includes visiting communities and observing the lives of their populations and
engaging in both formal and informal conversations with locals. If the visit was not
feasible, then the research would be extended to gathering all available data from
secondary sources such as articles, documents, brochures, pamphlets and local
histories. While the original intention of this type of research was to explore the
economic and political effects in these communities, it could now be used to reinform sociological research itself (Peters et al., 2018).
Dirt research methods were used to provide the context and the description of the
selected communities within depopulating SPAs in three countries. It appeared the
most appropriate method that naturally emerged once the researcher started the
fieldwork. The level of embeddedness in two out of the three countries makes it
appropriate to utilise the gained knowledge (both formal and informal) and include
this in the dissertation.
Like Peters et al. (2018), this research aimed to evaluate the dynamics of the
depopulating SPAs through qualitative evidence and observe how these places may
be transforming themselves in tangible and intangible ways.
This research does not seek to underline or oppose the existing quantitative markers,
but rather to explore these communities and provide some insights on scarcely
explored depopulating SPAs and their dynamics.
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As a part of the dirt research approach, the researcher incorporated several
qualitative methods to explore the lives of residents in depopulating SPAs and their
dynamics. These included semi-structured interviews, informal conversations,
observations, visual ethnography, ethnography and social mapping of these places
(i.e., PRA). Also, the researcher used formal and informal knowledge gained over
the last five years to complement the gathered data in a more contextual way. This
included communicating with participants from all three countries in informal ways
even after the actual fieldwork was finished, keeping up-to-date with the social,
economic and political changes in the places and listening to stories of residents,
visitors and individuals that participated in research to incorporate all information in
the dissertation.
The aim was to achieve a further understanding of these places and their
demographic and social changes. By using this approach, it was possible to
apprehend the reality of these communities and interpret this in a more
comprehensive way, compared to only using data from the interviews.
The researcher visited the case study communities several times over five years. The
initial visit was significantly different in each country. In Australia, the first visit was
a six-month research experience, in Sweden and Croatia the first visits were
significantly shorter due to time limitations. The visit in Australia was a lengthy stay
during which the researcher learned a great deal about the communities in which she
worked. In the other two countries, the first visit was a ‘windshield survey’ during
which the researcher visited the communities and explored the area on her own (i.e.,
by self-guided walk) to evaluate if the site would be suitable for the project. This
included becoming acquainted with the area and the surrounding environment and
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taking photographs to capture the visual representation of village life. The researcher
walked or drove through the communities (depending on the weather and the time of
the year) and made comments about the communities and perceptions before
conducting actual fieldwork. This included driving around all three communities in
Sweden, walking around Lastovo and Korčula (and becoming stuck on one of the
islands due to bad weather) and driving around communities in the mid-north region
of South Australia as well as walking around and taking photographs when
appropriate. The researcher estimated that taking some potentially interesting photos
could be viewed as disruption of private property due to the recognisable and unique
markers (e.g., Whyte Yarcowie or Terowie).
As Ponterotto (2006) stated, dirt research attempts to depict the thick description of
phenomenon usually represented by quantitative data. This process included
examining not-so obvious data and linking different sources of data and observations
for better comprehension of the matter.
For the interpretation of the gathered information, the researcher decided to use the
sequential mixed method design combined with case study design. This combination
of methods allowed the researcher to work with small data sets while still conducting
in-depth research within the real-life context over the period. The reasoning behind
this decision was to overcome the challenges of limited or incomplete information
due to the size of some of these communities, including population change
information. Some of the communities were not even included as ‘small localities’ or
‘villages’ in the national census, posing a challenge when discussing changes in
these areas.
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The researcher attempted to overcome some of these limitations by using different
qualitative tools such as visual ethnography or social mapping. Although the
researcher was embedded in the communities, it was still necessary to seek the
information from locals or secondary resources to understand how the past events
affected or led to the current developments in the community.

3.3.1. Sequential mixed method design
The sequential design is simply defined as a process that allows one phase of the
methodology to build onto others (Fetters et al., 2013). It is divided into two
approaches: 1) exploratory sequential and 2) explanatory sequential. The main
difference is that in the exploratory sequential design, the first phase typically
involves gathering and analysing qualitative data, followed by quantitative data
collection. In an explanatory sequential design, the researcher typically gathers and
analyses the quantitative data first and then, based on the results, complements the
findings with qualitative data. According to Creswell (2009), these are the two most
commonly used approaches for data analysis. The main difference is whether the
quantitative or qualitative method is taken as the principal method, while the other is
used to complement the interpretation of analysed data. The second phase (or
supplementary component) provides insights and further information about the first
phase, but still cannot be interpreted or used without the ‘core’ information. This is
understandable, considering that the second phase is derived from the core and is
solely used to complement existing findings. However, these methodologies run the
risk of narrowing the research too soon and, hence, overlooking potentially more
interesting observations (Morse, 2010). The reason for using the sequential approach
was to include all available data over the five years. This allowed the researcher to
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observe and interpret three case studies of different lengths and avoid some of the
pitfalls that might have occurred if the researcher visited and conducted the entire
fieldwork during one visit.

3.3.2. Exploratory sequential case study design
This research combines exploratory sequential design with a case study approach.
Case study design is defined as an in-depth study of a situation or phenomena within
a real-life context over a certain period. The common trait of both methods is that
they are suitable for exploring small sample groups and in-depth analysis and
interpretation of the findings, making them suitable for the purposes of this research.
A similar approach was described in Cameron’s (2009, p.146) paper on sequential
mixed model research design, although it was defined as ‘a case study of mixed
methods research design’. It was based on a sequential mixed model that had two
phases with additional research design subtypes within each phase. The exploratory
sequential case study design for this research has been developed in a similar way
(see Figure 7).
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8) PHASE I:
Analysis of data

1)
INTRODUCTION:
decide what are the
most appropriate
case study areas
2) PHASE I:
introduction to the
area (site visit,
background
research,looking at
the community
website, self-guided
walk)
3) PHASE I:
confirmation of the
case study areas
4) PHASE I: the
community in
academic and grey
literature/ similar
case studies

7) PHASE I:
Interviews
(Exploratory
sequential design)

6) PHASE I:
recrutiment
(snowballing
method)

5) PHASE I:
settling into the
community, making
oneself visible to
community
members, finding
'gatekeepers' of the
community, using
ethnogrpahy tools
for further
comprahensiom of
the context

9) PHASE II: Use
of complementing
quantitative
descriptive
information to
support the 'core'
phase
10) PHASE I:
presentation of
findings to
community
members/ attempt
to broaden the
range of contacts

11) PHASE I: return
to step 7 interviews

12) PHASE I:
Directed interviews
(visit or re-visit
people with
something to say
about the topic. Try
to identify actors
who will not just be
self-confirmatory)

15) PHASE III:
interpret findings
and conclusions in
the case study
context

14) PHASE II:
Confirmation of
claims (what is the
empirical evidence
to support claims or
to distinguish
between competing
claims)

13) PHASE I:
Inclusion of visual
data and stories

Figure 7Exploratory sequential case study design (based on the Dirt Research Activities
figure used for purposes of ‘Testing the Boundaries’ project) developed by an author.

For this research, the design is split into four phases including an introductory phase
and three following phases that build on each other. Phase 1 is focused on qualitative
data collection and Phase 2 is the complementing primary data from a quantitative
perspective. Although they are split into four phases, Phase 1 and 2 interlope at one
stage and function as a reviewing cycle in which Phase 2 is introduced as a mid-step
that complements collected data, before continuing with the primary data collection
and analysis.
After choosing the right case study areas, Phase 1 includes several steps such as:
introduction to the area, confirmation of case study areas, similar case studies,
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migration to the community for a certain period, recruitment of participants,
interviewing, data analysis, presentation of findings, openness towards community,
second round of interviews (if necessary), followed by directed interviews. Also, it
includes using visual images and, in some cases, participants’ stories to depict the
context and occurring visible changes. During the research process, it became
obvious the researcher had to use ethnographic tools due to her embeddedness in the
community. Therefore, in addition to the collected data from the interviews, the
researcher took a critical realist approach combined with visual ethnography to
appropriately depict the context.
Phase 2 includes quantitative data to support the core phase. Later in the process, it
will be used to confirm the hypothesis and draw conclusions. Phase 3 interprets the
findings and conclusions in the case study context.

3.3.2.1 Exploratory sequential case study design activities
The general outline of the dirt research activities is developed as a 15-step guideline
for the fieldwork in the depopulated SPAs. It follows the outline created by the
researcher and evaluates each step of the research process, but it can be modified for
the communities, depending on the context. This was done for the three countries, as
the researcher had different levels of acquaintance with the areas and previous
knowledge about the communities. In some cases, it was more appropriate to skip
certain activities and focus on the subsequent activities, while in other instances the
entire guideline had to be followed.
The general guideline starts with an introduction to the area and finding a suitable
community to work with. After the decision to focus on places that satisfy certain
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prerequisites, the researcher visited the chosen case study sites to confirm their
suitability for this research. During that time, the researcher would attempt to gain an
‘insider’s perspective’ by talking to the locals, becoming acquainted with the area
and executing self-guided walks. Prior to the formal start of the fieldwork, it is
important to develop and conduct a pilot interview. The aim of the pilot is to
evaluate developed research instruments prior to the researcher’s immersion in the
field, to highlight foreshadowed problems, gaps and unnecessary questions that will
require refining to serve the purpose. Also, the pilot helps to evaluate the validity of
research, ethical issues that might arise, representation and the researcher’s health
and safety during the process (Sampson, 2004).
Each researcher identifies different things when conducting a pilot study. For some,
it highlights the unsuitability of their methodological approach and how direct
immersion in the field might cause misinterpretation of data or even failure to collect
necessary data. Others use it as a filter that will help them to evaluate and refine their
methods (Gillham, 2000) and determine if there is a bias (and to what extent) that
might disrupt the process (Hammersley, 1993; King, 1993). In addition, it can be
used to construct questions (Ball, 1993) and help the researcher gain further
understanding of the context and, thus, adapt their approach (Fuller, 1993;
Hammersley, 1993).
In this case, the pilot component was used to explore foreshadowed problems that
might arise during the research and revaluate developed methods. The term
‘foreshadowed problems’ was coined by Malinowski (1922) to explain how assumed
ideas and potential issues need to be used to develop RQs. Sometimes, the developed
questions or estimated approaches must be abandoned in favour of other more
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suitable ones as the research progresses and researcher gains a better understanding
of the working context (Thompson, 2010). Throughout the process, it is expected
that the questions, approaches and methods might change or demand alternative
approaches. This also occurred in this research project. Some prepared methods were
abandoned and some methods naturally emerged as relevant and beneficial for
further understanding of the subject. Once the case study areas had been confirmed
and the methodological approach re-evaluated, the researcher focused on finding
similar cases in academic and grey literature, while adjusting to the new environment
and raising awareness about their presence in the community. All community
members were invited to participate, as the researcher wanted to gain information
from three different sources about the changes in the communities. The involved and
desirable participants were either: 1) locals, 2) newcomers to the community or 3)
historians that were well acquainted with the context and involved community.
Recruitment in smaller communities requires preparation; therefore, it was necessary
to communicate with locals to find the ‘key informants’ of each community. The
researcher reached out to these key informants who served as the reference point
during the recruitment process.
The researcher tried to recruit participants through posted flyers on information
boards, advertisements in the local newspapers, local visitor information centres and
social media. However, the main source of information and recruitment was word of
mouth (WoM). A snowballing method was used to find and approach suitable
participants, using recommendations from local key informants. WoM is still the
most successful tool for gathering relevant participants in small and remote
communities. In this case, the gatekeepers were mostly retired participants with a
high level of community engagement. They were engaged in the community at
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different levels, but they were all volunteering and contributing to their communities
(e.g., organising social events, sports, sponsoring the events, participating in
informal gatherings and groups). Also, during the recruitment process, the researcher
made constant adjustments to her approach to make it as concise and relevant, but
simple and straightforward for the participating individuals. These adjustments
included changes in the initial contact and recruitment, as well as the building
rapport period (Truglio-Londrigan et al., 2006). It was necessary to meet the key
informants ‘face to face’ and provide sufficient information about the research, so
they would feel comfortable serving as a channel between the researcher and
potential participants.
The interviews ranged from 20 minutes to 4 hours, depending on the participant and
their willingness to share information. Interviews were audio recorded, transcribed
and analysed. By recording the interviews, the researcher could collect data in
unobtrusive and non-reactive way, enabling the data to be analysed more objectively
relying on recorded data rather than perceived behaviour and expressions. The topics
covered broad themes ranging from quality of life to different aspects that were
affected by the change in community size and demographics. Although, there is no
unique general profile of the newcomers migrating to certain areas there are certain
patterns that can be observed, such as a life event that triggered the decision to
migrate, their economic situation or another key influencing factor that attracted
them to the area. It is assumed that their perspective on living in the chosen areas
will be significantly different to the perspective of locals and historians. One of the
reasons is the assumption that if the timeframe is too wide between the migration and
the interview, the migrants might not remember all the relevant information, or they
could provide biased answers based on their experience (Kvale, 2007). In addition,
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theoretically they might contribute to the regeneration of the area with the additional
influx of money, ideas and human capital. Interviews with locals and historians
provided additional insights into the past of the chosen communities and a timeline
of the bigger changes that affected chosen communities in various ways. Further,
their perspective provided a different outlook on life in rural communities, compared
to that of the newcomers.
One of the themes focused on the physical changes in the environment over the
period and asked participants in which ways the community changed and what they
thought it meant for the future of the area. The researcher allowed participants to
reflect on additional ideas they wanted to share or discuss related to the research.
In this research’s context, the researcher realised that ethnography was one of the
necessary tools to fully understand collected data. Additional information and shared
stories helped the researcher fully understand the context of these communities and
allowed for the better interpretation of collected data. In certain cases, it was
valuable to hear the storyline of participants explaining what led to their decisions to
migrate and how they chose the destination. Also, the informal conversations with
local government employees, locals from the communities and key informants of the
community contributed to a better understanding of the situation and preparedness
for interviews. The researcher used additional information to develop certain themes
they wanted to cover in the interview and discover more about community’s
dynamics from the participants. Further, using the additional information was helpful
in the process of data collection, as the researcher could revaluate certain questions
and paraphrase them for better understanding. This might mean simple adjustments
such as explaining the term ‘migrant’ before the interview, so that it would not be
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misinterpreted. It enhanced the researcher’s ability to create rapport with participants
and demonstrated the researcher’s capability in performing this type of research.
Throughout the process, the researcher collected information, formally or informally,
through newspapers, conversations, interviews, professional interactions and
everyday life and used all of these to create a snapshot of the community at that time.
In the guideline, the interviews are followed by data analysis and the findings are
complemented by quantitative descriptive information, which belongs to Phase 2.
Primary data that is collected through visits and interviews is then complemented
with secondary data. Valuable source of information also include reports, books and
other forms of documented evidence. These sources complemented the findings and
opened new questions for further discussion. In this research, some of the used
sources about the history of these areas came from private libraries that participants
shared with the researcher and that enabled further understanding of the occurring
changes in the area.
As mentioned, Phase 1 and 2 interlace during the process to complement the
collected data before continuing with the core phase. The following step is focused
on presenting the findings to community members, with the aim of keeping them
informed, but also potentially extending the already existing social network for
further recruitment. This step is followed by the reviewing step in which the
researcher evaluates whether it is necessary to return to Step 7 and continue
interviewing new participants or focus on complementing the already gathered data
with additional information. In this research, throughout the entire period the
researcher was observing the changes in the communities and capturing them
through images. However, it was necessary to understand the storyline and the
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context to appropriately interpret the visuals. Once all the necessary data is collected,
analysed and addressed, the RQs, results and implications should be interpreted in
the case study context. This particular research examines the factors that influence
the economic, demographic and social future of the depopulating SPAs; therefore, it
would be limiting to use only one source of information that could potentially cause
a misleading interpretation of how migration affects on these communities. By
analysing the content of interviews with the new migrants and focusing on several
relevant questions, it was possible to evaluate the factors that drew them to the area
and whether the areas had anything in common apart from depopulation challenges.
The themes were different for different groups of participants. For the in-migrants,
the focus was on the motivation to migrate and how they chose the location, their
engagement levels and whether they thought they would stay. For the local
population, the questions were focused on their perception of change, how they felt
about in-migrants and their contribution and the visible signs of change (if any).
Also, they were asked to compare the social life of the community, gathering spots
and how these had changed over time. This allowed the researcher to understand the
dynamics of different groups in the community and have further discussion on the
effects of out-migration and in-migration of the social circles and physical
environment of the community.
The diversity of the chosen countries and areas will enable a researcher to explore
the applicability of the existing migration theories and their relevance to each of the
areas. Further, it allowed comparison of the effects of migration processes in the
chosen areas and an evaluation of how the profile of migrant groups is changing over
time, as well as the physical appearance of the place. It will be possible to interpret
how the physical changes in the landscape of chosen areas affected the community’s
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dynamics and what it could mean for the future of the community. Phase 1 is the
core phase and; therefore, the most comprehensive. It consists of 12 stages and
explains in detail what is necessary to gather as core data in this context. There were
some differences owing to the researcher’s background and previous experience that
led to a modified approach in each community to attain the best results. It is
important to note, the fieldwork began in Sweden, followed by Australia and then
Croatia. However, from 2015–2018 the researcher continued to move between these
counties to capture as much as possible data about these areas.

3.3.2.2 Role of ethnography in this research
The ethnographer’s task is to explain the culture through a thick description of how
people feel, think, imagine and perceive their world (Ryle, 1971). According to
Deutscher et al. (1992), there are three methods to understand human behaviour: 1)
observation, 2) reading or reviewing recorded data about it or 3) asking and listening
to responses (i.e., interviewing) (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014). It seemed necessary to
use ethnography as one of the interpretation tools and methods during the process
considering the nature of this research. In addition to enriching the collected data and
developing a more comprehensive understanding of the context and intervening
relationships between migrants and communities, the researcher used ethnography
due to their embeddedness in the community. The two approaches the researcher
used were realist and visual ethnography. Both were ongoing processes that
developed through the researcher’s experiences in the depopulating SPA and their
communities.
In 1957, Becker and Geer stated that ethnography may provide more information
because it takes into consideration events that occurred prior and post the observed
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behaviour and tries to interpret them in that context. Thus, ethnography as a tool is
beneficial as it attempts to avoid ‘attitudinal fallacy’—the mismatch of attitude and
actions that other methods are prone to neglect in their analysis. Compared to other
methods, ethnography takes both into consideration and, hence, can be useful to
address social action and reveal existing inconsistencies between an individual’s
attitudes and actions. Still, ethnography is not an ideal method to answer why certain
things happen, due to its limitations such as generalisability of the results and
difficulty in addressing social structure. However, when it comes to observing what
is happening and interpreting those behaviours, ethnography proves to be a good tool
to capture and assume potential reasoning and motivation for observed behaviours.
Hence, it was anticipated that this research would use an ethnographic approach as
one of the tools to illustrate the context within the data collected and interpreted. It
was combined with semi-structured interviews to enrich the collected data and
construct the context in which the events occur, as well as to capture the practices
that the researcher could not see or participate in.
The researcher utilised both types of ethnography during their time in the
communities. As stated, it was an ongoing process requiring adjustment and
sometimes repetitive activities. In addition to observation, the researcher conducted
self-guided tours before and after contact with the participants and residents and took
photographs of places perceived to be potentially relevant from an external
perspective. It was apparent that the researcher’s perspective changed as her
knowledge base developed. Further, several participants offered to provide a tour of
the community and its relevant places (gathering spots), providing a new perspective
on the dynamics and life in these communities.
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For a more comprehensive overview and understanding of the depopulating SPAs
and their communities, the researcher contacted residents of surrounding places,
colleagues and peers from the region, locals, employees of the local visitor
information centres and local government employees in search of information (and
statistics). Therefore, in addition to the ‘formal’ interviews with the in-migrants and
residents of these areas, the researcher managed to collect substantial information
that shaped the context of these areas and their dynamics. Only once the researcher
understood the heritage and ‘heart and soul’ of the places and the dynamics, values,
hobbies, activities and interests of the population was it possible to create a bond
with the residents of the communities.
The key questions revolved around the four main RQs and addressed the migrant,
place, community and mobility. The researcher asked for standard background
information of its participants, their migration drivers, how they made the decision
and their previous place of residence, including the length of their stay and their
thoughts on their current living environment. This was followed by a set of questions
asking about the history of the areas, relevant places, WoM stories they heard from
the locals about ongoing activities and initiatives that had occurred in the past and
the new emerging ‘gathering spots’ that were potentially driven by in-migration. The
third set of questions referred to community, their attitudes about life in depopulating
SPAs, their sense of satisfaction and adaptation to the new life, activities and events
and the potential in-migration. The last set of questions was related to mobility and
focused on the changes driven by in-migration, their perceptions of ‘isolation’ and
rural living, preferable services and facilities they would like to see in the
community and whether they thought that the community would remain in the status
quo.
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The aim was to develop a conversation with the participants and discuss some of
these matters in a non-intrusive way. Due to the negative connotations of the words
‘migrant’, ‘decline’ and ‘stagnation’, it was necessary to elaborate certain terms
before the interview began. The externally gained knowledge was particularly
beneficial in such instances, as the researcher could use it to discuss current events,
ongoing activities or recent news to encourage the participants to engage in
conversation.

3.3.2.3 Critical realist ethnography
Attempting to understand the ‘social reality’ of the involved communities and
migrants, the researcher employed additional tools to gather knowledge and a better
perception of the situation. The most suitable tool for achieving this was using the
critical realist approach with visual ethnography. Critical realism offers an
understanding of relationships between structure, action and observed subjects that
was suitable for this type of research. This approach seemed more appropriate
compared with social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1962), as it allowed the
interpretation of hidden meanings behind the social constructions across different
cultures (i.e., external worlds outside construction). Also, it allowed the researcher to
further investigate the underlying motives and drivers of in-migration that otherwise
might be misconstrued and misinterpreted (and potentially dogmatised through the
misuse of concepts such as rural idyll, back to the roots, sea change or tree change).
In addition, the researcher did not want to limit her learning about the social
constructions of these places and communities, nor critique them, but to understand
the hidden mechanisms that drive (the development of) these processes both
internally and externally. To achieve such an outcome, the social constructivist
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approach did not appear it would suffice. While the researcher learned a great deal
from the participants and communities, the exposure to other communities, cultures
and countries made the social constructivism pathway limiting to pursue. It would be
expected that the depopulating SPA populations might embody ideas similar to those
of ‘Bracketed Absolute Truth’ (usually attached to religious communities or health
professional communities) (Cottone, 2011), in which the community had ideas that
were presented as the ‘absolute truth’ compared to those of the outside world;
however, these communities and their members proved otherwise. Due to their
extreme mobility, they had no qualms about mentioning the benefits and drawbacks
of rural life or the challenges they encountered on a daily basis. Their responses
proved to be diverse and ranged from the extremely positive to the extremely
negative, once again confirming that the social constructivism approach would not
suffice in explaining the nature of these areas and their population. Therefore, the
researcher opted for a ‘staying on the fence’ approach, to avoid the potential biases
that would deter the interpretation of data (Taylor, 2018), and utilised other tools to
make this thesis as objective as possible. The researcher has already acknowledged
that the knowledge base of this topic is already extensive and that this thesis cannot
possibly encompass all of it, but a small fraction.
By using critical realism, it was possible to observe and analyse occurring changes in
the context of the chosen communities and their residents. According to Decoteau
(2017), the structures do not determine action, but condition it and subjects are
always in the process of either transforming or reproducing the existing structures.
Therefore, this approach allows for the interpretation of occurring changes as
consequences of multiple, contingently conjunctural forces (Decoteau, 2017). This
means that the researcher understands that the ‘causes are seen as tendencies rather
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than certainties because they’re in no way linear or easy to establish’ (Barron, 2013,
p.5). Barron described this process as multidimensional, with usually several causes
behind any effect. This allowed an exploration of the various possibilities and
changes that occurred. To understand the process, the researcher participated in the
community and the lives of the participants for an extended time. This process
included observing, listening, asking questions, taking photos and, through everyday
life events, generating the necessary data to understand the dynamics and context of
the chosen community. As Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) summarised, the
researcher was learning from the study participants.

3.3.2.4 Dual role of the researcher
Over the period, the researcher found herself becoming more engaged in the
community. This does not mean that the researcher willingly participated in the
community’s events or joined volunteering groups to obtain information, but rather
by her presence took on a dual role in the community. One role was as ‘observer’, in
which the researcher attempted to take on an objective detached role to conduct the
research. The second role was ‘interactor’, in which the researcher unconsciously
becomes a temporary resident or in-migrant and; therefore, a member of community.
As a temporary resident with connections in the region, the researcher became fairly
quickly acquainted with the context of the participating communities, but also
regions’ and communities’ role and position within. The more acquainted, informed
and involved the researcher became, the easier it was to understand the context and
attach meaning to some seemingly irrelevant occurrences (e.g., the song that was
sung to the researcher as she was getting ready to leave one of the sites. The song
itself is well-known in the region, but considering the context it could be easily
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attached to the political preference of the group, which is particularly relevant in the
context as politics is the main divide in the community). This implies that sometimes
it could be quite challenging for the researcher to remain objective as a resident, as in
the case of in-migrants, the place and community affect their experience in the
community. This is one of the ethical dilemmas encountered when dealing with
specific people, in a particular time, place and culture (Finn et al., 2000). Therefore,
it was challenging to discuss the context without consideration of the researcher’s
bias. The bias itself did not necessarily affect the data collection, but the additional
knowledge affected data interpretation. It also allowed the researcher to enrich the
report and understand hidden meanings and interpret collected information more
accurately.
An additional challenge that should be acknowledged is the researcher’s presence in
the community. By her presence, even as a detached observer the researcher affects
the community and the place. The effects do not have to be visible to occur. If the
researcher joins the volunteering group that is struggling to attract members, it could
mean that they will still continue activities for that year. Another example would be
renting a house during the stay, that could possibly attract someone to migrate to the
area (or not) if it was available for sale or rent. Therefore, it is possible to assume
that the researcher would affect the community even if they were not trying to and
that they would make a difference.
The experiences the researcher has in the communities affects their behaviour and
attitudes, as they can relate to certain experiences their participant in-migrants voice
when discussing their migrant experiences in the community. One of the notable
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examples would be the problematics of isolation that was mentioned quite often by
in-migrants to depopulating SPAs.
In the beginning, the researcher also experienced certain challenges including:
isolation, remoteness and adjustment to the new environment. While in the existing
literature such concepts are usually attached to the retention challenges of rural
health professionals (Campbell et al., 2015), the researcher would argue it might be
applicable to all in-migrants to depopulating SPAs. Based on the researcher’s
experience and the experiences of the research participants, it was apparent that
many in-migrants felt the pressure of one of these factors at some point of their life
in a depopulating SPA. Some participants claimed that they still had not adjusted to
their new lives and that there were certain obstacles disrupting their migrant
experiences.
Upon my arrival to Burra, SA in 2013, I was horrified to learn that the public
transport was extremely limited, and the only connection to Adelaide besides your
own vehicle was one bus line per week. Also, there were no other connections to
other bigger, more urban centres such as Clare or Port Pirie. Or widely available
internet everywhere. It leaves you feeling trapped.
The personal experience and the dual role of the researcher contributed to a better
understanding of the struggles the participants faced, as well as why certain inmigrants chose to leave or decide against migration to these communities.
This experience could be observed as both the process and the product of the given
context (Savage, 2000). Thomson (2011) used Atkinson’s (1992) definition,
describing the process as exploratory, inductive and open-ended (meaning that the
questions and different aspects emerged over time and required redefining).
131

However, it was important to acknowledge and discuss the researcher’s dual role in
the research process as well.

3.3.2.5 Visual ethnography
Using visual ethnography as one of the tools contributed to a better understanding of
the demographic, economic and social changes each case study area experienced
through in-migration. In 2013, Barron suggested photographs and field notes as a
potentially more appropriate way of framing or capturing the world of the empirical,
without being overly intrusive. His work combined a critical realist ethnography
approach and suggested that using supportive tools such as visual ethnography could
be useful for a better understanding of discussed matter.
Visual information is present in every segment of our society. They reflect everyday
lives, work, conversations, imagination and dreams (Kharel, 2015; Pink, 2006;
Edgar, 2004). In research, the outcomes of visual ethnography contribute to
researchers’ ethnographic knowledge through two stands (Kharel, 2015). The first is
the use of material to study society and second is to conduct sociological evaluation
of the material (Banks, 2007). This proves that the scope of visual ethnography is
wide-ranging, as it includes the analysis of interactions, behaviours, material culture
and still photos (Banks et al. 2007).
Banks (2007) stated two reasons that explained why the visual materials should be
used in research. First, was that the images are already present everywhere and
depict our society; therefore, they could potentially contribute to all studies dealing
with society. Second, is that such materials might contribute to a better sociological
comprehension of the matter and could not be accessed in any other way.
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As a part of this research, it was decided that visual images would be a useful tool to
demonstrate the landscape changes in case study communities. By using this
approach, it was concluded that the photography is ‘true’ in its interpretation, as it is
holding a trace of reality when it was taken (Kharel, 2015). In using such a tool and
combining it with other collected data and the researcher’s knowledge, it is possible
to achieve a thick description of data. The term ‘thick description’ was coined by
Geertz (1973) and elaborates on the importance of detailed, rich and thickly
described context so that the reader could rely on the credibility of the researchers’
interpretation. Crawford et al. (1992) built on this to establish that visual
ethnography can offer such thickness through images, gestures and sequences that
convey meaning. For the purposes of this research, capturing occurring and visible
changes in communities was a way to enrich data and also make the content relatable
and visually engaging.
Several researchers explored the use of visual ethnography to enrich and thicken
their research (Peters et al., 2018). Bateson and Mead (1942) integrated visual
ethnography into their study of Balinese culture and evaluated the images as part of
the process of the observation. The aim was to explore and show the intangible
Balinese culture through visual images. Another example was Banks’s case study
that dealt with Indian culture and caste systems and aimed to explore inner
sociological truths.
In the case of this research, visual ethnography provided an insight on the effects of
in-migration to the case study areas and their communities. By using visual
ethnography, it was possible to show what ‘is’ rather what is perceived to ‘be’ from
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the participant’s point of view. Sometimes, relying solely on interviews can lead to a
skewed interpretation of a situation in terms of progress or stagnation.
Therefore, the researcher decided to include visual images to enrich already collected
data and triangulate the collected data with quantitative and qualitative data for better
results. This was done through a three-step process. The three steps were: 1) meeting
the prerequisites of the depopulating SPAs, 2) enrichment of collected data and 3)
counterbalance. During the initial visit of the case study sites, the researcher was
looking for declining areas. The researcher had not conducted any interviews;
therefore, the aim was to find visible traces of decline or deterioration. The most
visible and striking signs of decline were photographed for future reference. Once
the case study sites were confirmed and the researcher began interviewing
participants, she learned that previously observed signs of deterioration and decline
could be interpreted differently. The aim was to understand the participants’
perspective and attempt to see the place through their eyes. This accounted for both
positive and negative comments and perceptions from participants. Through
participants’ stories and interviews, it was apparent that the decline on both tangible
(visual) and intangible levels became multidimensional. This was particularly
apparent in the case of Latikberg, where the researcher observed deteriorated
buildings and apparent signs of decline, making the place suitable as a case study
(see Figures 8, 9 and 10).
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Figure 8. Latikberg landscape

Figure 9. Deteriorating building in Latikberg

Figure 10Sheds and abandoned homes in Latikberg

However, once the researcher returned and talked informally to participants and
community members, it was apparent that the visual deterioration was not
necessarily a sign of decline or stagnation. Therefore, through interviews, stories,
drives and photographs the researcher attempted to find counterbalance. While the
first impression was focused on decline, this step focused on finding some signs of
activity in those communities. Ethnographic tools helped in this process, as the
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researcher became more aware of the context and occurring changes that were not
visible immediately on arrival. Once it was revealed that there were ongoing
activities and in-migration, the researcher attempted to capture that presence (or the
visual absence) of these processes (see Figures 11, 12 and 13).

Figure 11Signs of activity in depopulating SPAs.

Figure 12Deteriorating buildings in Terowie.
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Figure 13Children’s playground in Whyte Yarcowie.

During the research process, the researcher attempted to capture decline through
visual ethnography. The initial idea was that this would be done through the threestep processes of 1) meeting the prerequisites, 2) enrichment of collected data and 3)
counterbalance.
The first two steps were aligned with meeting the prerequisites and enrichment of
data; however, the last step was interpreted differently. While the researcher was
aiming to find signs of counterbalance, new ideas emerged and affected
interpretation of the last step. Although, the researcher found the counterbalance of
decline, including tangible (visible) and intangible signs of activity, her perception of
this process changed. Through the process, it became apparent that while signs of
counterbalance matter, they imply multiple possible futures of these areas. It also
highlighted the relevance of incorporating additional knowledge and information
gathered through interviews, informal conversations and photographs.

3.3.2.6 Ethnography and attitudinal fallacy
Like Lapiere’s experiment (1934), there were some discrepancies between
participants’ attitudes and their actions. However, the motivation and reasons for the
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behaviour became clear during the interview, when the participant would share some
of their personal stories or experiences that would place simple and usually ‘generic’
responses into meaningful context. Without an in-depth understanding of the
context, the researcher might easily misunderstand the responses and misinterpret
them in the further analysis and decide to use other methods for a more
comprehensive interpretation (Becker & Geer, 1957).
As Jerolmack and Khan (2014) concluded, expressed attitudes and actions are
dependent on the situation. An interview is one of those situations in which the
participant may disclose subjective data. This is aligned with Dean and Whyte’s
(1958) argument that the researcher’s role is to collect data from a participant’s
perspective in the way the participant wants it to be depicted. Thus, it is possible to
obtain subjective information that reflects their attitudes and emotions and calls for
the use of additional methods to reveal the ‘social reality’ of the occurring situation
or event. Human experience is a complex and multilayered area; therefore, it should
be clarified and described as it is lived and created (Polkinghorne, 2005). The
researcher attempted to do this through participation in the everyday life of the
community, observing the culture in its natural setting (Botterill & Platenkamp,
2012; Finn et al., 2000).

3.4. Research Process and Data Analysis
The chosen data analysis approach was thematic analysis. This approach allowed for
analysis of the meaning and correlation of the interview content for further
interpretation of the data. During the analysis process, the content was
complemented with several additional documents, photographs and external
information that would be analysed in the same way to provide a complete picture of
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the wider context. The main reason for using a qualitative method approach in
analysing the data for this research was to enable an in-depth understanding of a
certain phenomenon—in this case in-migration to depopulating SPAs.
The main used method was semi-structured interviews with the in-migrants and the
residents of the area, so that the themes and perspectives could naturally emerge with
minimal interruption from the researcher. During the interviews, the researcher
served more as a mediator that directed the conversations in a certain direction
related to the theme of the conversation but allowed the participants to share their
stories and experiences without interrupting them. This approach enabled much
better understanding of the life course of the participating individuals and their
position in the community and place. Polit and Back (2004) stated that the ‘trust’
variable is more important in qualitative research compared to quantitative, in which
it is important, but not to the same extent. Qualitative methods aim to understand
what a certain experience means to a certain individual, thus, it is important to
establish a dialogue to achieve deeper understanding (Gadamer, 1976). This is what
the researcher strived to do during their fieldwork. According to Gadamer (1976),
the aim is to ‘get the essence of the story’, which is possible through communication/
interviews. Baier (1986) claimed that the individuals (participants) entering in the
‘relationship’ must know they will not be harmed and must be convinced of the good
intentions of the other person (interviewer). Further, they want to be convinced that
the study will have positive outcomes.
The researcher attempted to address all these potential issues by providing extra
information and a brief introduction of the work and themselves to the participants.
In addition, participants were given an information sheet with the contact
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information of the university ethics department and of the researcher should they had
any inquiries after the interview. Some participants also showed interest in the
researcher’s previous work (in South Australia), so the researcher provided these
participants copies of her research reports and journal article. All these steps helped
to establish trust between the researcher and the participant.
The literature mentions consent forms as one of the potential issues that might cause
reluctance when it comes to interviewing individuals (Hoffman et al., 1983).
However, Kaye et al. (1990) found that individuals who decide to participate in this
process are usually more optimistic and perceive that there might be potential benefit
to be gained. In some cases, older individuals were quite keen to participate, as they
saw it as a learning experience that would benefit to the community (Butler, 1975;
Leader & Neuwirth, 1978). One of the possible solutions that would help to establish
trust could be the use of credibility-building strategies (Speizale & Carpenter, 2003).
This includes being (perceived as) competent, open, having a careful approach, an
accepting attitude, self-confident and ensuring that the participant feels like their
experience is valued and important (Trojan & Yonge, 1993; Patton, 1990; Jorgensen,
1989). Nowell et al. (2017) mentioned several key factors that needed to be
established to prove the ‘trustworthiness’ of the researcher in qualitative research.
The factors were based on Guba and Lincoln’s (1989) model and include credibility,
transferability, dependability, comfortability and reflexibility in conjunction with
audit trails. Like the study of Nowell et al. (2017), these factors were used to confirm
that ‘the research is worthy of the attention’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1989).
The researcher overcame the consent form obstacle by providing contact information
should the participant change their mind and decide to withdraw from the research.
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The researcher made clear that the participants’ role was voluntary in this process,
and that they could withdraw at any time, with no repercussions. The participants
were also informed that their information would be kept anonymous and that they
could choose to skip any questions if they did not want to respond. In addition to
providing information sheets they could keep, the researcher took extra time prior to
the interview to simplify the process and explain how the gathered information
would be treated and reported in the final form. As a part of the consent form all
participants agreed to be recorded. This proved to be particularly relevant with older
participants who were illiterate and could not provide a signature on their consent
forms. The older participants also had more follow-up questions and were more
interested in the detail provided on the information sheet. Therefore, the researcher
would allow them to read through the information and then answer all their questions
before commencing with the interview. Once the participants understood the
research and felt comfortable, it was much easier to interview them and gain
additional valuable information that contributed to the research findings and put
certain events and factors in context that otherwise would not be properly interpreted
or understood. This approach also allowed for findings to be presented in a literary
style enriched by participants’ comments and observations (Streubert, Speziale &
Carpenter, 2007).
Qualitative methods refer to research approaches as tools that are used by researchers
to design the study, collect and analyse the data (Given, 2008). Thematic analysis is
a commonly used qualitative method, in addition to content analysis. It is considered
an independent qualitative descriptive approach used as a method for identification,
analysis and summarising patterns within the given data set. Further, it provides core
skills to researchers that enable them to perform an extensive variety of other
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available qualitative analysis tools. Hence, it is possible to conclude that thematic
analysis is a useful and flexible research tool that has the potential to deliver
complex, detailed and abundant results (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The thematic
analysis that is developed particularly within a qualitative paradigm (Braun &
Clarke, 2017), offers a more flexible and organic approach to coding and theme
development including the researcher as an active participant in this process.
The function of thematic analysis is to provide accessible and systematic codes and
themes for the collected data (see Figure 14). Thematic analysis involves tracking
repetitive keywords and phrases from interview responses to develop certain
categories. From those categories, it is possible to obtain answers or conclusions on
the area of interest (i.e., RQs). By including additional materials (i.e., responses)
provided by participants, it is possible to extend the research beyond the initial RQs
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). During the analysis process, the researcher chooses the
most appropriate modality approach for the research, that is, inductive or deductive.
Depending on the research purpose and the state of science in that area of interest,
the researcher can evaluate and decide which approach would be more suitable for
the particular research (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). For this research, the deductive
modality approach seemed more appropriate as it evaluates existing theories, but in
different settings and contexts (Elo & Kyngas, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).
As mentioned, there must be an already existing context within which every text will
be evaluated prior to analysis process. The researcher must develop the ‘world’ that
will enable an in-depth understanding of each text and, thus, answer the RQs posed
by a researcher (Kippendorff, 2004). It is advantageous if the researcher has a
perception of the wider context and can develop a bigger, more objective picture by
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incorporating already gained knowledge with the new insights from participants
(Dawne-Wamboldt, 1992), therefore; leading to a better interpretation of the results.
One of the advantages of thematic analysis is that it combines systematic
characteristics of the content analysis and enables combining of the researchers’
interpretation of the meanings within their context (Joffe & Yardley, 2004).

Familiarising with
Data

•Transcribing data, reading and rereading the data, noting down
initial ideas

General Initial
Codes

•Coding interesting features of the data systematically across the
entire data set, collating data relevant to each code

Searching for
Themes

•Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant
to each potential theme

Reviewing Themes

•Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts and
the entire data set, generating a thematic map

Defining and
Naming Themes

•Ongoing analysis for refining the specifics of each theme and the
overall story that the analysis tells, generating clear definitions
and names for each theme

Producing the
Report

•The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling
extract examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back
of the analysis to the research question and literature, producing a
report of the analysis.

Figure 14Process of thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p. 87)

However, it is important to note that thematic analysis has its limitations. One of the
critiques that is aimed at all qualitative methods is the lack of scientific accuracy and
credibility compared to traditional quantitative methods (Vaismoradi, Turunen, &
Bondas, 2013). The perception of the inferiority of qualitative methods compared to
quantitative is driven by the assumption that quantitative methods evaluate the
outcome in a value-free framework and rely on the analysis and measurement of the
causal relationships among involved variables to draw conclusions (Horsburg, 2003).
Some commonly used measures to ensure accuracy of results are credibility,
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dependability, conformability and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) were
incorporated in this research through described methods and approaches to
interviewed participants and included areas.
The researcher used NVIVO to analyse the gathered data to gain an in-depth
understanding of in-migration to depopulating SPAs. As a first step, the researcher
used the transcription tools to import and transcribe the interviews. This was only
partially possible, as most of the interviews were in English. Further, available
transcribing tools could only transcribe certain interviews due to the heavy accents of
the participants and the interviewer. Still, the process was significantly simpler
because the researcher could edit the transcriptions and save them in their proper
form.
The following step was importing the interviews, transcriptions, excel sheets and
additional research project-related documents into the NVIVO system and coding
them into the themes that emerged. This approach was useful, as it allowed a more
systematic analysis that led to the final interpretation through a set of stages,
preventing the researcher from forming premature conclusions (Lee, 2018; Jackson,
2001). NVIVO proved to be useful when dealing with large sets of data as it allowed
the thematic coding of the interviews. It enabled an evaluation of the emerging
themes, parallels and overlaps of the gathered data in a more organised and
systemised way.
The NVIVO coding began with four codes for the main dimensions established in
Chapter 2. As the analysis progressed, new (child) codes and concepts emerged that
affected the research and changes in the literature review—particularly the place and
migrant framework and the life course of the in-migrant. The concepts that emerged
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were grouped into the main theme or the sub-theme depending on the idea. Some of
the concepts overlapped between more than one theme, calling for re-evolution of
the connections among them. Also, it became apparent that certain concepts were
less prominent than expected during the analysis, reflecting the potential mismatch
between the literature and the respondents’ perspective. It was particularly useful to
incorporate the visual tools that NVIVO offered for creating a clear overview of the
emerging themes and their relevance. The researcher used these to create mind-maps
to for an easier overview of the process. It was also useful once the researcher
analysed the transcriptions related to the place segment and understood the
differences between participants’ and literature’s perception of ‘important places for
community members’ and ‘borders’ of the chosen communities that went beyond
existing boundaries. In addition, NVIVO enabled the researcher to clearly
understand the movements of the in-migrants, their motivations and their reasoning
for such decisions. This was particularly relevant in terms of the existing
categorisation of in-migrants as belonging to one type described in the literature. The
temporality and the provided narratives allowed the researcher to understand that
these individuals moved within those types and assigned terminologies, particularly
in depopulating SPAs.
For context purposes, the researcher included quantitative information sources
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, Drzavni zavod za statistiku, Statistiska centralbyrån)
and literature related to the case study areas (Peters et al., 2018; Mahringer; 2017;
Vuin et al., 2016). This data was triangulated with literature on the topic and
interview results to provide a more comprehensive overview of the findings.
Keeping field notes was an additional tool that contributed to the accuracy of the
gathered data, as well as other used tools for collecting data. Although, one of the
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challenges of using the notes in addition to collected data was finding and extracting
the meaningful data from the unclear data that did not contribute to the interpretation
of the findings (Vaismoradi, Turunen, & Bondas, 2013). Depending on the
researcher’s decision, personal memoranda was used as well field notes and coded in
the same way, with the aim of gaining a deeper understanding of the wider context
(Ballinger et al., 2004; Rolfe, 2006). One of the best ways to evaluate the quality of
the research and its findings was by examining whether the findings contributed to
already existing knowledge by providing some new insights or increased
understanding of the researched topic (Krippendorff, 2004).
It was necessary to focus only on relevant segments for this research, considering the
breadth of the selected topic and the range of the available literature on different
aspects and dimensions of migration as a concept. Hence, the literature review
presented only an overview of the topic-related knowledge that contributed to the
further understanding of the analysed data and provided the functional framework.
The data analysis provided new insights into these areas and their dynamics as a
response to in-migration, as well as vice versa. Through expected and unexpected
themes and codes that emerged from the data analysis, it was apparent that there was
still insufficient knowledge about these places and the related dynamics of other
dimensions. As a result, there was an entire theme related to research gaps and the
limitations of this research. Therefore, the next section will elaborate the limitations
of this research and present the tools and approaches that allowed these to be
overcome.
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3.5. Limitations
There were some limitations that the candidate encountered. Some of limitations and
risks were detectable and evaluated before the candidate began the candidature. The
main limitations were related to the timeframe and scope of the research.
Other limitations were:
1) Difference in scope and method for the South Australian study
Limitation: The South Australian case study was conducted over a five-year period,
including some research done prior to commencing the PhD (2013–2015). The other
two case studies only had data collection between 2015 and 2017.
Why it is important: The research found that people’s attitudes and experiences
continued to change after the migration event. The South Australian case is much
richer than the other two cases in documenting this process and provides a better
overview of how changeable the communities are in depopulating SPAs.
Solution: Data from all case studies are presented in the knowledge that they reflect
what participants thought and said at that time. The South Australian case serves as a
reminder that caution should be taken in extrapolating that time data to longer-term
trends (Jerolmack & Khan, 2014).
2) Limitations in undertaking community engagement
Limitation: Considering the researcher’s increased mobility, it was challenging to
take the position of a fully participating community member in the case study areas.
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Why it is important: This meant limited interaction, recruitment and interpretation of
data and context. It raises the question and challenge of authenticity and accuracy of
collected and interpreted data.
Response: The researcher decided to organise several visits to participating
communities and migrate to these areas for a period. This allowed for increased
community engagement, as the residents were aware that the researcher was living in
their community and shared the everyday challenges they encountered.
Consequently, this approach led to residents contacting the researcher even when she
was away at a different case study site to update her on occurring changes and
happenings in the community that they thought would be interesting for research
purposes. Also, raised awareness of the researcher’s presence led to much easier
recruitment and participation of the residents, as they felt it would benefit the
community. In the Croatian case study, it was helpful that the researcher was fluent
in the language and was brought up in the region and could relate to certain
challenges as well as context.
3) Limited information about case study communities
Limitation: Some communities were too small to be captured in the national census
or there was limited (insufficient) data about them.
Why it is important: It is challenging to discuss changes in communities if there is no
reliable information on the demographics, economic or social change in these areas.
Response: This limitation was resolved by introducing additional qualitative
methods in an attempt to fill the gaps. The researcher was aware of this limitation
and; therefore, decided to include PRA, visual ethnography and supporting data
148

collected over the time the researcher lived in the community. PRA was not executed
fully, as there were some obstacles; however, the researcher managed to discuss the
changes in the community and capture the way in which the social dynamics
changed over time.
4) Small sample sizes in each case
Limitation: Considering the limited timeframe of the candidature, the researcher
could only recruit a few participants who were available at the time of the research.
While some additional participants were interested in participating in the research
process, time limitation and personal commitments did not allow a suitable time for
their participation (uncoverage bias).
Why it is important: The small sample size may indicate that the margin of error
(misinterpretation) would be increased and, if not handled properly, could lead to the
reduced significance of the conducted study.
Response: This limitation was resolved by introducing additional participants from a
separate study in South Australia and using that information to obtain a variety of
responses and provide an insight into how their attitudes change over the time. The
researcher was aware of this limitation and; therefore, decided to include their
personal reflections and experiences in this process (which helped to distinguish
subjective interpretations) and used other supporting tools such as PRA, visual
ethnography and supporting data collected over the time the researcher lived in the
community to achieve a more objective overview of the situation and changes that
occurred. Further, based on previous experience the researcher was aware that there
was often a significant mismatch between the attitudes and behaviours of the

149

participants. Thus, from the beginning the researcher attempted to use additional
tools to overcome this limitation.
5) Unable to track migrants who left during the study period
Limitation: Limited overview of the situation due to ‘lost’ data.
Why it is important: This means that there is potentially untapped valuable data that
is lost due to out-migration. While research included the remaining participants that
were still available and living in the community, she could not reach migrants who
had already left the area. It would be valuable to contact these participants and ask
them to elaborate on their reasons for leaving and how long it took them to leave.
This would provide further understanding of the mechanisms in depopulating SPAs
that attract and; consequently; drive people to migrate further.
Response: The researcher was aware of this limitation at the beginning of the project
and this is one of the reasons why the research process is referred to as a ‘snapshot’,
reflecting a point in time in which the dynamics of communities, migrants and place
reflect circumstances that are ongoing at that time. Still, it provided good insight on
how the situation can significantly change within a short period and allowed the
researcher to develop strategies to tackle this issue in the next step of research by
asking additional questions on the further plans and ideas of participants.
6) Limitations of the snowballing method
Limitation: Voluntary response bias. It is necessary to acknowledge that the sample
group is not necessarily a reflection of past groups of migrants’ behaviour and
attitudes (Goldstein & Goldstein, 1983).
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Why it is important: All the participants were recruited via the snowballing method
and; therefore, there was a risk of having similar responses driven by the shared
opinion of the interviewed participants.
Response: The researcher attempted to avoid this occurring by contacting several
key contacts in the communities who suggested suitable participants. By expanding
the pool of participants, the researcher attempted to overcome that challenge and
recruit participants from different social groups to obtain a variety of responses and a
more objective overview.
7) Limitation of ensured accuracy of given responses
Limitation: There is a potential gap between participants’ attitudes and actions and
questions requiring a retroactive approach and questions can be challenging. In
addition to respondents limited memory, there is an issue related to the validity of
retrospective information (Kalter & Will, 2016).
Why it is important: The longer the participants have been in the community, the
more their memories will be affected by their life circumstances. While some had a
positive experience, other did not and sometimes this was reflected in their responses
(biased and subjective reflection).
Response: The researcher engaged in in-depth interviews and asked occasional
follow-up questions to clarify the motivations and ideas that participants presented.
It was beneficial that the researcher had already conducted this type of research
before. This experience allowed the researcher to objectively evaluate the potential
limitations she previously encountered and develop necessary strategies to overcome
these. The previous exposure to rural and remote communities led to a more realistic
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overview of feasibility and an increased adaptability in overcoming the encountered
challenges. Engaging the ethnographic approach as one of the methods was
particularly useful, as it allows direct observation of social action. The ethnographic
approach was used to overcome attitudinal fallacy-related issues and complement
interview findings. By combining these two approaches, the researcher attempted to
reduce inaccuracy in interpretation.
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4. Results
4.1. Introduction
The aim of this thesis was to examine in-migration to depopulating SPAs in three
countries using a ‘mobilities’ framework that considers the effects of in-migration on
the migrant, the place and the community (see Figure 1).
While the existing literature offers limited insight into ‘lower amenity areas’ and
their dynamics, this research attempted to focus on in-migration to these areas and to
offer some insights into the topic.
This section presents the findings of the four RQs that were derived from the
proposed framework and focus on the four dimensions of in-migration in
depopulating SPAs.
The data were collected from 76 interviews in 12 depopulating SPAs in three areas:
South Australia (50), Sweden (9) and Croatia (18). The specific communities
involved include: Mount Bryan, Ulooloo, Whyte Yarcowie, Terowie3, Latikberg,
Järvsö, Dalasjö, Lastovo and Korčula. Additional data was derived from a separate
project and includes data from the Burra (and Hallet), Eudunda (and Point Pass) and
Peterborough (and Terowie). The interview participants were residents, local
historians and in-migrants to the areas who voluntarily participated in this research.

3

The only two communities where recruitment was unsuccessful (from 2015 to 2018) were Terowie

and Whyte Yarcowie. The only participant (from 2013) from Terowie who contacted the researcher
had already migrated to another proximate community with their new partner after the dissolution of
their previous relationship. Unfortunately, social media, flyers and WoM were unsuccessful in Whyte
Yarcowie, as no potential participants contacted the researcher during candidature.
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The researcher used various recruitment tools such as flyers and social media, but the
‘snowballing’ method proved to be the most efficient approach to recruitment.
The conceptual framework offered an overview of how in-migration effect the
communities, places and in-migrants, allowing for consideration of the dual role of
mobility as both the ‘dimension’ and the ‘enabler’. Considering the interweaved
nature of the proposed dimensions, it was apparent that migration (as one form of
mobility) cannot be observed as an isolated process. Therefore, the four proposed
RQs were developed for further exploration of each dimension in the framework.
The questions were:
1) How diverse are the drivers of migration to these places?
2) How does the process of migration affect the landscape of the receiving
depopulating SPAs?
3) How do differences between communities in depopulating SPAs affect
the characteristics of in-migration and the community’s development in
depopulating SPAs?
4) What is the role of mobility in this process?
Chapter 3 offered insight into the context and dynamics of these places, showing that
the latter are heavily affected by both internal and external changes. The researcher
has also included additional photos, figures and old documents in the Appendix to
provide visual evidence of the depopulating SPA contexts and diversity.
Besides the results that were driven by the RQs directly, some general findings and
conclusions also emerged. Among them, the most notable finding was the range of
effects that in-migration had on these places, their communities and in-migrants
themselves. Due to the size, scope and specific niche of this research, the ‘visible’
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effects of in-migration could be observed almost immediately in most of these
communities. While the ‘visible’ effects were evident to even the external observer,
the researcher’s embeddedness within these communities contributed to an
understanding of the ongoing ‘invisible’ changes and effects as well. In addition to
the four RQs, the researcher used the supplementary information, quotations and
visual support to enrich the findings and to provide a more comprehensive overview
of these areas and their populations. This chapter is richly descriptive and offers
many examples of the ongoing changes driven directly or indirectly by in-migration.
The researcher aimed to provide specific examples and quotations to enrich the data
and provide context for the reader; however, this section presents only a small
amount of data, specifically that directly related to the topic, as the researcher spent a
substantial amount of time in these communities. New findings emerged from these
experiences and interactions, and the researcher has endeavoured to capture the
nature of depopulating SPAs and their dynamics.
The first RQ focused on in-migrants to depopulating SPAs and the drivers of their
migration. While the general drivers of migration to rural areas are already
established and well-described in the literature, the majority of the research was
conducted in ‘higher amenity areas’, leading to insufficient knowledge of the drivers
of ‘lower amenity area’ migration. In 2016, Vuin et al. offered an overview of these
in South Australia. Once the data were collected, it became apparent that the
migration drivers could be categorised according to four general themes:
1) Counter-urban lifestyle (including desire for country lifestyle, lifestyle
business opportunity, cheaper housing, contribution to rural community,
return to roots and ‘getting away from it all’)
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2) Lateral rural lifestyle (including lifestyle change and lifestyle business
opportunity)
3) Default (employment, family ties and support networks)
4) Displacement (cheaper housing and having no influence in the decision)
While the Vuin et al. (2016) study was limited to 37 participants and a specific
timeframe, this research has used their themes and explored their applicability on a
wider scale because they offer a means to further understanding the differences in
the perceptions and expectations of in-migrants to ‘lower amenity areas’ in
comparison to ‘higher amenity areas’. The participants interviewed provided insight
into the diversity of incoming migrants to these areas. Their demographics varied
from the young (15−29 years) to those entering the 4th stage of life (66+ years). It
was apparent that all three areas are experiencing in-migration of diverse migrant
types, including the ‘desirable’ in-migrant groups such as young families and
entrepreneurs. The participants’ responses provided further insight into the decisionmaking process, which was particularly relevant for the evaluation of in-migrants
developing experiences within Kley’s framework and its implications.
The second RQ focused on the migrant-receiving areas, as the effects of in-migration
are easily traced and observed in depopulating SPAs. The researcher utilised Lekkas
et al.’s (2016) framework to uncover how in-migration affects the life-cycle of the
place itself and how it may stifle further in-migration. The results of RQ2 offer
insight into the isolation, challenges, infrastructure and continual oscillation of inmigration-triggered activities that prompt perceivably positive changes in
depopulating SPAs. One of the tools that was used to visualise changes in these areas
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was social mapping, which enabled the researcher to depict the effects of increased
mobility (including in-migration) on ‘visual’ changes in depopulating SPAs.
The third RQ focused on the community dimension of the framework and considered
‘invisible’ changes that occur in a community’s dynamics once in-migration occurs
in a depopulating SPA. This RQ considered the relevance of the community in the
in-migration process and its effect on potential in-migrants, as well as its capacity to
adapt and to prevent or encourage certain types of in-migrants to the community.
The existing literature has acknowledged a community’s relevance in this process
and provided an overview of the its role in place attachment development, offering
the in-migrants’ experiences and perspective of this dimension. Some of the factors
evaluated were the identity, openness and friendliness of the community, as well as
its interaction, support, activities, social inclusion of sin-migrants and overall attitude
towards in-migration.
The fourth and final RQ dealt with mobility and its role in this process. It has already
been established that mobility affects the other three dimensions and leads to rural
restructuring and transformation. It contributes to the lives of rural residents and
affects the receiving communities by reshaping their dynamics and landscapes.
Therefore, this dimension offered an overview of all observed processes and changes
that happen as direct or indirect consequences of in-migration to depopulating SPAs.
Beyond the RQs and results, each case study site offers insight into the
demographics of these depopulating SPAs (e.g., age, gender balance, family types,
education, migration, income, etc.). These indicators are important because they
indirectly represent the diversity of these areas that can be found on a ‘micro-level’.
They also offer insight into the depopulation trends in the SPAs and the areas’
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capacities to appeal to specific types of migrants. Both factors are relevant for this
thesis, as they are both indicators of change within the developed framework.
However, due to limited information, the researcher sometimes had to exclude
certain indicators, migrant types or communities, as their resident numbers had
decreased below the place-based population statistic standard. The information was
sourced from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, Statistics Sweden and the Croatian
Bureau of Statistics. Other information was obtained from local governments,
regional offices, visitor information centres and official regional websites.
The results of the three RQs are presented separately for each case study area, as this
allows more comprehensive overviews of these processes and their
interconnectedness. The last RQ is presented as comprehensive insight into the role
of mobility on depopulating SPAs in general, including all 3 case study countries.
The results section is followed by discussion, where the most interesting findings
and underlying themes arising from the research are considered.

4.2. Mid North (Goyder and Peterborough Region)
The first case study area was in the Mid North Region of South Australia. The thesis
focused on nine communities (Peterborough, Terowie4, Ulooloo, Hallett, Mount
Bryan, Whyte Yarcowie5, Burra, Eudunda and Point Pass) and explored the effects

4

The only two communities where the recruitment was unsuccessful (from 2015 to 2018) were

Terowie and Whyte Yarcowie. The only participant (from 2013) from Terowie who contacted the
researcher had already migrated to another proximate community with their new partner after the
dissolution of their previous relationship. Unfortunately, social media, flyers and WoM were
unsuccessful in Whyte Yarcowie, as no potential participants contacted the researcher during PhD
candidature.
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(or the lack thereof) of in-migration on these places, communities and in-migrants, as
well as their potential futures.
Mid North is the agricultural region in South Australia (SA), located north of the SA
capital, Adelaide. While the region comprises several sub-regions, the focus of this
research was on the Goyder and Peterborough municipalities (see Figure 15). The
Mid North case study was the longest of the three selected areas, as the researcher
began working with six communities in 2013, during her Master’s degree studies.
The collaboration with these communities continued over the following five years, as
the researcher conducted another project in the region and maintained her existing
networks and relationships with these communities. This allowed the researcher to
obtain better insight into the changes that occurred and effects of both in-migration
and out-migration on these communities.
The case study communities belong to lower amenity areas; they are distant from
outstanding scenic features and amenities and beyond daily commuting distance to
the capital and larger regional urban centres (e.g., Port Pirie and Port Augusta) (Vuin
et al., 2016). All of these communities have experienced population decline and its
consequences.
Burra is the main administrative centre of the Regional Council of Goyder, as is
Peterborough for the Peterborough Region. The Goyder Region has a population of
4,227 and the average age is 47.6 years. The unemployment rate is 6.3% (the
Australian average is 5.1%) and the average household size is 2.3 people. Of the
entire population in the region, 2,079 are male and 2,059 are female. In 2016, there
were 1,645 households in the region and 1,063 of these were family households,
while 540 were lone (single-occupant) households and 35 were group households.
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The number of the families in the region was 1,081: 549 were couples without
children and 327 were couples with children younger than 15 and/or dependent
students. The remaining groups were single-parent families with children younger
than 15 and/or dependent students (81), couples with independent children only (64),
single-parent families with independent children only (44) and other families (13).
The Peterborough Region has a population of 1,703. The median age is 54.4 years
and the unemployment rate is 13.2%. The average household size is two people. In
2016, based on the population of 1,705, 811 residents were male and 894 were
female. In 2016, the total number of the households was 755. Of these, 407 were
family households, 325 were single-occupant households and 26 were group
households. The total number of families in 2016 was 418, comprising couples
without children (212), single-parent families with children under 15 years and/or
dependent students (75), couples with children under 15 and/or dependent students
(71), single-parent families with independent children only (25), couples with
independent children only (22) and other families (6).
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Figure 15Geographic context of the case study areas (Vuin et al., 2017)

In 2016, Eudunda (locality) had a population of 560 (275males and 284 females)
(see Table 2). The number of families was 143 and the average number of the
household members was 1.9 people. Out of 143 families, 88 were couples without
children, 35 were couples with children and 26 were single-parent families. The
number of the households was 250. Of these, 139 were family households, 101 were
single-person households and 10 were group households. According to census data,
the majority of population was born in Australia (476 people), while other frequent
birth places were England (31), New Zealand (7) and the Netherlands (4).
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Table 2. Demographics of the case study areas
Community

Eudunda

Point
Pass

Burra

Hallett

Mount
Bryan

Population

560

110

907

157

110

49.2%
49.2%

47.2%
52.8%

46.8%
53.2%

54.5%
45.5%

53.2%
46.8%

54

49

53

49

48

49.3%
50.7%
38

Active in the labour force
- Employed (FT)
- Employed (PT)
- Away from work
- Unemployed
Median income (household)

227
49.1%
31.7%
7.4%
11.7%
$780

47
46.80%
22.78%
14.89%
72.34%
$850

345
47.5%
41.2%
5.8%
5.5%
$832

68
60.3%
26.5%
5.9%
7.4%
$820

53
66.03%
33.96%
n/a
33.96%
$758

57.7%
30.4%
5.0%
6.9%
$1,438

Family composition
- Couple without children
- Couple with children
- One parent family
- Other

143
59.1%
23.5%
17.4%
n/a

25
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

228
55.3%
27.8%
14.3%
2.5%

42
56.2%
37.5%
6.2%
n/a

26
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

37.8%
44.7%
15.8%
1.7%

Male
Female
Median age

AU

25
180.2m

In Eudunda, 487 residents are 15 years or older, and 227 were active in the labour
force. Of these, 113 were employed full-time, 73 were employed part-time, 17 were
employed but away from work and 27 were unemployed but seeking employment.
The remaining 229 were inactive in the labour force. When asked if they lived at the
same address a year before the interview, 441 confirmed they were, while 76 stated
that they had lived at a different address. When asked the same questions for a fiveyear period, 334 said that they were still living at the same address, while 163 had
lived elsewhere. In the case of the 76 residents who did not live at the same address a
year prior, 18 lived in the same statistical area (in SA, SA2); three had lived in New
South Wales (NSW); 43 were from other parts of SA; three had been in Western
Australia (WA) and 31 did not respond. The 163 people who stated that they had had
a different address five years before came from SA2 (45), NSW (4), other parts of
SA (108) and WA (3). An additional 42 people did not respond.
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Considering educational levels, 106 residents had finished Year 12 or equivalent. A
further 99 had Year 11 or equivalent, 101 had Year 10 or equivalent, 47 had Year 9
or equivalent, 66 were in the Year 8 or below category and five did not go to school.
An additional 40 people did not report on the highest level of education they had
attained. When discussing further education, 161 residents stated they had some sort
of non-school qualifications, including Certificates (5), Certificates I and II (9),
Certificate III and IV (79), Advanced Diplomas or Diplomas (28) or Bachelor’s
Degrees (20).
Point Pass (SSC) is one of the communities proximal to Eudunda. It has a population
of 110 (51 males and 57 females) and a median age of 49 years. There are 25
families in the community and the average size of the household is 2.1 people. The
majority of the residents were born in Australia (74), while others identified England
(10), Netherlands (3) and ‘elsewhere’ (4) as their birthplaces (12 did not respond).
Of the 88 residents aged 15 years or over, 47 were actively participating in the labour
force: 22 were employed full-time, 14 were employed part-time, 7 were employed
away from work and three were searching for employment (unemployed). The
remaining 31 were inactive in the labour force. When asked whether they lived at the
same address one year prior to the interview, 11 stated that they had not (84 had).
The residents who responded negatively to this question stated that they had lived in
other parts of SA. An additional 13 residents did not provide responses. When asked
whether they had lived at the same address five years prior, 21 stated that they had
not, while 70 confirmed that they were still in Point Pass. Of residents who stated
that they had moved in the past five years, most had come from other parts of the SA
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(19) or overseas (3). A total of 13 residents did not provide any information this
regard.
Of the 110 residents, 36 had finished Year 12 or equivalent. A further 12 had Year
11 or equivalent, 14 had Year 10 or equivalent, five had Year 9 or equivalent and six
were in the Year 8 or below category. An additional nine did not report on their
highest level of education. When discussing higher education, 161 residents stated
that they had some sort of non-school qualifications, including Certificates I and II
(4), Certificates III and IV (18), Advanced Diplomas and Diplomas (3), Bachelor’s
Degrees (5) and Postgraduate Diplomas (3).
According to the 2016 Census, Burra (locality) had a population of 907 people, of
whom 426 were males and 485 were females. The median age was 53 years and the
average household size was 1.9 people. In Burra, 156 people stated that they were a
non-family household (single-member households), while 151 had two members of
the household. Further, there were 37 households with three members, 24 with four
members, five with five members and eight with six or more members. A total of
696 residents were born in Australia; 62 came from England and four and three were
from Germany and Italy, respectively. A further four were born in the Netherlands,
with 12 from New Zealand, five from the Philippines, three from Scotland and three
from Sri Lanka. Eight residents stated they were born ‘elsewhere’ and 96 did not
state their county of birth.
Of the 768 residents aged 15 years and over, 164 were employed full-time and 142
were employed part-time. Others are employed away from work (20) or were
unemployed and looking for work (19). The number of the economically inactive
residents was 354. When asked whether they had a different address one or five
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years prior, 107 stated that they had had a different address one year before (697
lived at the same address), while 300 stated they that they had lived at a different
address five years before (478 lived at the same address).
When discussing where these residents had lived one year before, 50 stated that they
had migrated from the same statistical area (SA2); two migrated from NSW, three
from Queensland (QLD), 37 from other parts of SA, four from WA and four did not
answer. In comparison, over the five years prior to the interview, 130 residents
migrated from SA2. Another 11 migrated from NSW, four from VIC, 14 from QLD,
113 from other parts of SA, 12 from WA, 13 from the Northern Territory (NT), six
from ‘overseas’ and seven did not state their previous place of residence.
When discussing education, 240 residents had finished Year 12 or equivalent. A
further 148 had Year 11 or equivalent; 139 had Year 10 or equivalent; 63 had Year 9
or equivalent; 61 were in the Year 8 or below category and three did not go to
school. An additional 85 did not report on their highest level of education. When
discussing further education, 161 residents stated that they had some sort of nonschool qualifications, including Certificates (15), Certificates I and II (10),
Certificates III and IV (129), Advanced Diplomas and Diplomas (69), Bachelor’s
Degrees (56), Graduate Diplomas or Certificates (4) and Postgraduate Diplomas
(10).
Hallett (State Suburb SSC) had a population of 157 residents (84 males and 70
females) (Hallett Population by Age, 2016). The median age was 49 years and the
average number of people per household was 2.3. In 2016, there were 64 households
in Hallett: 42 were family households, 19 were single-occupant households and three
were group households. There were 48 families in the community, which can be
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divided in three different groups: families without children (27), couples with
children (18) and single-parent families (3). The unemployment rate was 7.4% and
41 residents were employed full-time, with 18 employed part-time and four away
from work. Five were unemployed. The majority of the population was born in
Australia (128), but some originated in England (10) or New Zealand (11). The
population of Hallett included 73 residents who finished basic education (including
Year 12) and 49 had an advanced degree of at least Bachelor degree level (nonschool qualification).
In Mount Bryan (SSC), there were 110 residents in 2016. The median age was 48
years and the average household size was 1.9. In 2016, there were 26 families and 53
households in the community. Of these, 13 were couples with no children, five were
couples with children under 15 years and/or dependant students and five were
couples without children under 15 and/or dependent students. Further, there were
four single-parent families with children under the age of 15 and/or dependent
students. Of the 53 households, 23 were reported as non-family households, while
the remaining 29 were family households with two (19), three (3), four (4) or five (3)
members.
The majority of the population of Mount Bryan stated that they were born in
Australia (95); the remaining 11 were born elsewhere (8 in England and three did not
state their birth country).
In 2016, there were 91 people aged 15 years and over, and 53 were in the labour
force. Of these, 35 were employed full-time and 18 were employed part-time. The
remaining 18 were not working. Based on the 2016 Census, 39 residents in Mount
Bryan had finished Year 12 or equivalent; 13 finished Year 11 or equivalent; 16
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finished Year 10 or equivalent; four completed Year 9 or equivalent and three
finished Year 8 or below. Five residents did not report their highest year of school
attainment. The highest degree attained was a Bachelor’s Degree (12), followed by
Advanced Diplomas and Diplomas (13). A further 19 residents reported that they
had Certificates I and II (5) or Certificates III and IV (17).
When asked about their migration patterns (if they had the same address one and five
years prior), 93 stated that they had lived at the same address one year before, but
only 74 lived had there for the previous five years. A further 12 stated that they had
lived elsewhere a year before and 31 stated that they had had a different address five
years before. Those who migrated to the community in the last year stated that they
migrated from other parts of SA (3) and overseas (4). An additional eight did not
state their place of the previous residence. Over the five years prior to the interview,
some of the population migrated to the community from SA2 (10), other parts of SA
(12), WA (3) and overseas (3) (seven declined to answer).
Whyte Yarcowie (SSC) had a population of 51 people in 2016 (see Table 3). The
median age was 49 years and the average household had 2.3 residents. In 2016, there
were 15 families in the community and 28 households: 10 couples with no children
and four couples with children under 15 and/or dependent students6. The majority of
the population was born in Australia (38) or England (3), although nine residents did
not state their place of birth. Out of the 40 residents that were 15 years and over, 21
were employed (11 full-time and 4 part-time) and 14 were not. Their migration
patterns showed that none had changed their place of residence (or address) in the

6

Small random adjustments have been made to all cell values to protect the confidentiality of data.

These adjustments may cause the sum of rows or columns to differ by small amounts from the table
totals (Australia Bureau of Statistics, 2016).
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past year (nine did not respond), though 10 people had over the past five years: seven
migrated from the same SA2, and four migrated from other parts of SA (which could
overlap). Five did not state whether they had changed their addresses in the past five
years.
Table 3. Further demographics of the case study areas
Whyte
Yarcowie

Terowie

Peterborough

AU

Population
Male
Female
Median Age

51
45.1%
54.9%
49

131
50.4%
49.6%
49

1416
49.3%
50.7%
53

23,401,892
49.3%
50.7%
38

Active in the labour force
- Employed (FT)
- Employed (PT)
- Away from work
- Unemployed
Median income (household)

21
52.38%
19.04%
n/a
66.6%
$1041

28
53.6 %
21.4 %
14.3 %
10.7 %
$706

456
36.2%
41.0%
7.2 %
15.6 %
$682

57.7%
30.4%
5.0%
6.9%
$1438

15
n/a
n/a
n/a
n/a

26
50 %
26.9 %
23.1 %
0%

348
50.7 %
22.7 %
24.9 %
1.7 %

37.8%
44.7%
15.8%
1.7%

Community

Family composition
- Couple without children
- Couple with children
- One parent family
- Other

In the context of education, 10 residents had completed Year 12 or equivalent, six
completed Year 11 or equivalent and 10 finished Year 10 or equivalent. A further 10
did not state their level of education. When discussing higher education, 12 residents
stated that they had some sort of non-school qualification: Bachelor Degrees (3),
Advanced Diplomas and Diplomas (4) or Certificates III and IV (7).
There was no census information on the Ulooloo community. In 2016, Terowie
(SSC) had a population of 131 people. The median age was 49 years and the number
of families was 26. The number of households was 58, and the average size of the
household was 1.8. Half of the households were family households (29); 26 were
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single-person households and three were group households. Of the families in
Terowie, 13 were a couples without children, seven were couples with children and
six were single-parent families.
Of the 120 residents who were 15 years or older, there were 31 residents in the
labour force. The majority were employed full-time (15), while the others were
either employed part-time (6), employed but away from work (4) or seeking
employment and currently unemployed (3). In total, 66 residents reported that they
were not in the labour force.
Considering migration, 90 residents confirmed that they had lived at the same
address one year prior and 69 had not changed their place of residence over previous
five years. Those who migrated in this period stated that, one year earlier, they had
lived in SA2 (3), NSW (3) or other parts of SA (14). An additional 23 people did not
state their previous place of residence. Resident who changed their address over the
previous five years ago had lived in SA2 (14), NSW (3), QLD (3) or other parts of
SA (17); 18 did not respond.
When discussing the educational levels of Terowie residents in 2016, 21 residents
stated that they had completed Year 12 or equivalent; 22 residents completed Year
11 or equivalent; 25 completed Year 10 or equivalent; 12 completed Year 9 or
equivalent and 10 had Year 8 or below (23 did not report on this). Only two
categories of further education were mentioned: Advanced Diplomas and Diplomas
(3) and Certificates III and IV (19).
Peterborough (locality) is the administrative centre of the Peterborough Region. It
has a population of 1,416 people (699 males and 719 females) and the median age is
53 years. There are 348 families in the community and the average number of people
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per household is 1.9. The unemployment rate is 15.6%. Based on the census data, in
2016, there were 179 couples without children, 80 couples with children, 88 singleparent families and six ‘other’ families. The majority of the population were born in
Australia (1,138), while the other most common countries of birth were England
(74), the Netherlands (14), New Zealand (12), Germany (11) and Scotland (7).
In 2016, there were 1,219 residents aged 15 years or older. Of these, 456 participated
in the labour force, while 666 did not. Those active in the labour force were either
employed full-time (165), employed part-time (187), employed but away from work
(33), or unemployed and seeking work (71).
When asked whether they had lived at the same address a year prior, 1,115 stated
that they had, while 832 confirmed that they lived at the same address five years
before. Those who had migrated over the past year (165) had lived in either the same
SA2, NSW (4), other parts of SA (69), WA (3) , NT (4) or did not report their
previous address (12). An additional 134 residents did not report whether they had
the same or a different address.
When asked about their residential addresses five years before, 394 residents stated
that they had had a different address. A total of 101 residents had previously lived in
the same SA2 (at a different address); 21 lived in NSW, with five in VIC, 31 in
QLD, 195 in other parts of SA, 24 in WA, 10 in the NT and three overseas (three did
not report their previous place of residence). An additional 126 did not state whether
their address was different or the same as five years before.
Of the Peterborough residents, 276 residents had finished Year 12 or equivalent. A
further 240 had Year 11 or equivalent; 284 had Year 10 or equivalent and 106 had
Year 9 or equivalent. In addition, 121 were in the Year 8 or below category and 10
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did not go to school (143 did not report on their highest level of education). When
discussing further education, 218 residents stated that they had some sort of nonschool qualifications, including Certificates (30), Certificates I and II (29),
Certificates III and IV (162), Advanced Diplomas and Diplomas (38), Bachelor’s
Degrees (50), Graduate Diplomas or Certificates (13) and Postgraduate Diplomas
(7).

4.2.1. Exploratory sequential case study design in the Mid North (Goyder and
Peterborough Regions)
Considering that the researcher already had substantial knowledge about the
communities in the Mid North, selection of which communities were most suitable
for this research project was straightforward. The researcher had already lived in the
area for six months in 2013 (followed up by a three-month visit in 2015, and several
visits in 2016, 2017 and 2018) and, therefore, had established contacts and networks
prior to starting this research. This meant that the steps 2 and 3 (introduction to the
area and confirmation of the case study sites) were omitted. Once the case study sites
were selected and confirmed, the researcher collected literature relevant to this type
of study, including research papers, regional plans and newspaper articles. As there
was no need for step 5 (settling into the community and finding gatekeepers), the
researcher used that period to actively reach out to potential participants and
advertise the research in the communities. Recruitment included a WoM approach,
flyers, social media, visiting communities and their prominent social and gathering
locations (e.g., pubs in Whyte Yarcowie and Hallett and a gas station in Terowie).
The researcher visited the chosen communities and spoke to locals informally and
photographs the areas. Due to previous work done in the area and support provided
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by the local MNKP research station (Hodge et al., 2016), it was relatively easy to
build trust and rapport with the community members.
The local key informants of the selected communities were willing to advertise the
research and assist in the recruitment process; some even provided contact
information for potentially interested participants. While the researcher was actively
working to raise awareness about the research through various channels, the most
successful approach was WoM. In some cases, participants voluntarily contacted
their networks and advertised the research, hoping it would lead to more recruits.
This led to the next step: interviews.
The researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with the recruited participants
and attempted to learn more about their lives and communities. This step overlapped
with the recruitment stage, as the researcher aimed to recruit as many participants as
possible who met the prerequisites and were willing to participate. Some of the
interviews were also arranged before the researcher returned to the area (due to the
pre-existing and established networks in the communities). After most of the
interviews were conducted, the researcher analysed the data, considering both the
quantitative descriptive information and secondary information that was available for
interpretation. The researcher also used previously gathered data and information
from publications related to the chosen case study communities.
Once the researcher returned to Australia (after several months), she presented her
work and some of the findings to the community and some of their academic peers.
Also, the researcher also sent the information and previously published articles to
local government representatives, academics and locals who were interested in
previous research conducted in the Mid North Region. During that period, the
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researcher conduced several other interviews with participants from the selected case
study areas and met with previous study participants to discuss (both formally and
informally) what changes had occurred over the previous several months/years and
their motivation to stay or leave the area. The information gathered was
complemented by photos and stories collected throughout the researcher’s stay in
Australia (2013−2018). This allowed a better understanding of the dynamics of
depopulating SPAs over this period and addressed some of the limitations that these
types of studies may encounter. Once the fieldwork was completed (including visual
ethnography), it was possible to decipher the provided information with the aim of
discussing depopulating SPA dynamics and potential scenarios they may encounter.
For a summary of the research steps, please see Figure 16.
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1) INTRODUCTION:
decide which are the most
appropriate case study
areas

4) PHASE I: examine the
community in academic
and grey literature/similar
case studies

11) PHASE I: return to
step 7, interviews

10) PHASE I: present
findings to community
members; also attempt to
broaden range of contacts

12) PHASE I: conduct
directed interviews (visit
or revisit people with
opinions on the topic; try
to identify actors who will
not just be selfconfirmatory)

13) PHASE I: include
visual data and stories

6) PHASE I: perform
recruitment (snowballing
method)

9) PHASE II: support the
'core' phase with
complementing
quantitative descriptive
information

14) PHASE II: confirm
claims (identify empirical
evidence to support
claims or to distinguish
between competing
claims)

7) PHASE I: conduct
interviews
(exploratory sequential
design)

8) PHASE I: analyse data

15) PHASE III: interpret
findings and conclusions
in the case study context

Figure 16Exploratory sequential case study design figure for Mid North Region (developed
by author)

4.2.2. Research questions for the Mid North (Goyder and Peterborough
Region)
4.2.2.1 How diverse are the drivers of migration to these places?
Given that the focus of this thesis was to explore the effects of in-migration to
depopulating SPAs, it appeared sensible to evaluate the populating in-migrating to
these areas. This process included exploration of their general rural motivation,
initial in-migration triggers, decision-making processes, main drivers of migration
and destination selection processes.
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When asked why they migrated to a particular area, majority of participants’
responses (29) revealed that they were somehow connected to the area. The
connections stated were either through a partner, family ties (‘my mother lived in
cottages here’ or ‘my mum lived near Kapunda’), sports (‘I used to play football here
as a child… now reacquainted with my childhood friends when after moving back’),
friends (‘it’s my business partners place of birth…we ran a golf club in town’; ‘I
knew a couple of people from school’) or personal experience of living in the area
previously. Having previous experience and awareness prior to migration made the
decision easier for residents who decided to migrate to depopulating SPAs in the
Mid North Region.
The general rural motivation drivers and initial triggers of in-migration were
separated, as the drivers of migration did not always coincide. It became apparent
that many in-migrants were more candid about their decisions and choices once a
rapport was built with the research, after which they offered further insight into the
circumstances that led them to migration. In regards to general rural migration
motivation, it was possible to distinguish four different sub-types of motives within
pre-existing general categorisations (see Figure 17).
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General rural migration motivation

Counter-urban
lifestyle (18)

Lateral rural
lifestyle (10)

Default (20)

Displaced (2)

- desire for country
lifestyle
- lifestyle business
opportunity
- cheaper housing
- contribute to a rural
community

- change in lifestyle

- employment

- lifestyle business
opportunity

- family ties

- cheaper housing

- family support
network

- cheaper housing
- no say in family
decision

- return to roots
- 'get away from it all'

Figure 17 General rural migration motivation (Vuin et al., 2016)

As visible in Figure 17, the general rural migration motives were categorised into
four groups, in accordance with participants’ responses. It is apparent that the some
motives overlap between different groups, depending on the circumstances and the
context. Many of these sub-categories were already established in the literature, but
the following descriptive data depicts the nuanced differences among them.
The shared experiences of these individuals contributed to an understanding of their
migration drivers, which were frequently more complex than the mere ‘sea or tree
change’ or similar concepts that are often used in relation to rural migration.
Considering the peculiarities of these areas within rural migration research, the inmigrants to these places presented distinguishing prerequisites and drivers in
comparison to populations of other types of rural areas.
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From the interviews, it became apparent that many of the participants were driven by
counterurbanisation motives and ideas (18), elaborating their desire for a country
lifestyle (11), a lifestyle business opportunity (7) and cheaper housing (8) as well as
the opportunity to contribute to a rural community (3), return to their ‘roots’ (1) or
‘get away from it all’ (2):

Participant 1: Burra, for an old person is a very nice community environment. It’s nice. You don’t
have to lock your door, and you don’t have to worry…and if you’re not well, people will look in and
then there’s supermarket…if you can’t get down to supermarket, he’ll pick up your shopping list and
then deliver it…it’s elderly friendly community…it’s security for me, I can stay in my unit until
such times as I can’t look after myself, and then it doesn’t really matter…

Others were driven by the pursuit of a lateral rural lifestyle (10), elaborating their
decision as the lifestyle change (5), a looming business opportunity (2) or the
availability of cheaper housing (3):

Participant 33: More country lifestyle… it’s more of a lifestyle choice, you know, you get sea change,
tree change…we were looking for a change…it was a set of circumstances. We were looking for
country lifestyle, somewhere it had seasonal changes…because we wanted to slow down as it was…so
part time work was always an option, but also volunteering in various parts of community was
consideration as well…

For some in-migrants, the decision to move to some of these areas was affected by
their life-stage and external factors outside their control. In the case of the Participant
75, the decision to migrate to Burra came naturally once they decided to retire. They
already had friends in the community and would visit often because they liked the
place and the community and felt they would be supported if they migrated to the
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area. Further, they had had issues with the neighbours in their previous place of
residence, which led to the final decision to migrate. Therefore, their decision was
affected by the neighbours and their migration trigger was retirement. They selected
the community based on previous experiences and knowledge about the chosen
place. Considering this, it was unsurprising that this particular in-migrant was still an
active member of the community in 2018. They had brought a family member to the
community because they estimated that they would have a higher quality of life in
Burra than in the other, more urban, settings. Both are still active in the community
through various social and volunteering activities.
Nevertheless, the most frequently mentioned general migration drivers were ‘default’
reasons (20), such as family ties (13), family support networks (2) and employment
opportunities (5):
Participant 69: I met my husband while I was still in school in Burra, and once I finished
my education I got the job in MountBryan...My partner is originally from Hallett, so we
rented out a house and lived there for two-and-a-half years, and then moved to Mount
Bryan and had children...We lived in Mount Bryan for two years, and once the
wool/sheering crisis kicked in in 1999 we decided there weren’t enough jobs in sheering
anymore, and my partner decided to go back to his original trade and move to Renmark
(SA). It was more of an economical decision than a preference... We stayed there for a year
and didn’t feel welcomed in the community, so we moved to Morgan for six-and-a-half years
and then to Darwin for 6 months... While we thought it would be a permanent decision,
Darwin was too far from the family, and children disliked the life and education in the NT
so we moved back to Quorn in SA... because my husband got the job in Port Augusta, but
we didn’t want to live in the town. After a year, we decided that we don’t like living in
Quorn, so we narrowed our choices to several country towns in SA and decided we wanted to
buy a property... We went online and set our main criteria and started searching. After two
days we came to Burra to check one of the houses and immediately made an offer that night
and moved to Burra within two weeks...
(In 2018, they were still in Burra, SA, and the participant was employed in public service, but also activly
involved in social activities in the area.)

In comparison, only two participants described themselves as displaced migrants by
explaining that moving was a ‘financial decision’ or stating that they ‘had no say in
it’:
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Participant 3: I had a very small house in UK, and I managed to sell that at profit…to about
$250,000 equivalent…so paid off my half of my mortgage and had roughly $150 000 to buy
outright…went to Tassie for $50,000, bought everything I’d need…car, furniture and stuff
and…then I had to go back to see my father that was still living in UK after my mother died 10
years ago, and went backwards and forwards, and buying and selling the house for not lots of profit,
but just to manage to pay for an airfare to go back and see him and back again. The last one was to
sell up in Tasmania, at the profit, come here…I’d like to go back to Tassie and retire…just its
really with my current location is that I need to stay, where I’m put…I’m torn in between what I
want and what I know I’m supposed to be doing.

While it was apparent that participants’ general motivation for migration confirmed
already established motives for this type of movement, it was also clear that these
movements could not be interpreted solely through existing concepts and motives.
Participants confirmed that their decision-making processes took longer than
anticipated and that the decisions to migrate were initiated by their life-stages, life
events, prerequisites and external factors. Therefore, it was straightforward for the
researcher to identify the initial migration triggers or events that led to their
decisions to migrate to depopulating SPAs (see Figure 18).
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Initial migration trigger

Lifestyle migrants (36)

- retirement
- dissatisfaction with
previous environment
- property investment desire
- business opportunity
- unemployment
- health issues in family
- kids leaving home
- loss of family member

Default migrants (19)

- new job offer
- moving in with partner
- supporting family
business
- ill health

Displaced migrants (2)

- unemployment
- family decision to buy a
cheaper house

Figure 18 initial migration triggers (Vuin et al., 2016)

For lifestyle migrants, the migration decision was driven by retirement,
dissatisfaction with their previous environment (4), property investment (11),
business opportunities (5), unemployment (1), life-stages or events that allowed
them to pursue their decisions. The life events and changes included retirement (7),
health issues (1), children leaving home (2), family member loss (1) or formation of
family (1):

180

Participant 74: I’m originally from Broken Hill and I knew the area before we moved here…once
me and my partner decided to form a family, we thought Burra would be a better option than the
place we previously lived in (overseas)…I thought that Burra would allow our children freedom and
growing up in a safe and family friendly environment.

‘Default’ migrants were enticed by new employment opportunities (8), significant
life events (e.g., living with their partner (6) or health issues (2)), or support of their
family members/businesses (3). It was clear that in such circumstances, the decision
was based on external factors that led to migration. In comparison, displaced
migrants were also motivated by external factors, but their circumstances proved to
be less favourable. Their migration triggers were loss of employment (1) or the need
for cheaper housing due to limited funds (1):

Participant 27: But the other part of it is just being happy at what I do. And I love to do that, and
I love traveling and bits and pieces…although now money is gone, so it’s going to be within
Australia…I did lots of traveling when I was younger, overseas and stuff…but whatever I do, it
has to be in the budget.

Beyond identifying the initial triggers of migration and general motivation of
participants, it was also important to understand why these in-migrants chose these
specific communities. Considering the peculiarities of these areas, it was relevant to
comprehend whether their decision was ‘settling’ or a deliberate ‘choice’ (see
Figure 19).
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Selection of the destination region

Lifestyle migrants (40)

- no consideration of the
region
- proximity to city
- housing affordability
- country environment
matching ideal lifestyle
- familiarity with region
- access to
services/infrastructure

Default migrants (25)

- no consideration of
region
- proximity to city
- proximity to work
- housing affordability
- access to
services/infrastructure

Displaced migrants (2)

- no consideration of
region

Figure 19Factors affecting the selection of the migration destination (Vuin et al., 2016)

As a part of the interviews, the researcher inquired about the prerequisites and
selection criteria that participants had used to select the destination. While many
mentioned the financial benefits of cheaper housing, it was not a main prerequisite
for everyone. Only two participants stated that they had discussed alternative
destinations, but found that these were ‘too expensive’. Instead, they decided to
settle in one of the depopulating SPAs, as they already had developed networks and
more affordable housing options.
While the lifestyle migrants mentioned various prerequisites besides affordable
housing options, most of the default migrants stated that they had no consideration of
the region, as their choice was based on their partner’s employment or place of
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residence. Other prerequisites mentioned included proximity to the city/work,
affordable housing and access to infrastructure. Compared to lifestyle migrants,
tourism appeal and attractions did not play a major role in the decision-making
processes of default migrants. This also applied to displaced migrants, who moved
due to unfavourable circumstances or life events.
The in-migrants’ expectations also reflected their main migration drivers. Their
expectations upon arrival were related to employment, lifestyle or the community.
Some had set goals that they wanted to achieve within 18 months, while others
expected new business opportunities, increased quality of life and a welcoming
community that would actively reach out to them. Some of the in-migrants stated
they achieved their goals through sports, work, volunteering activities or a new
family. Some participants emphasised the role of the community in their process of
adaptation by stating that their initial encounters contributed to their positive
migration experience:

Participant 21: What a great thing was…from the first day we arrived, we went to Information
Centre, because where we come from, house is made vacant, electricity is still on and you just swap
it over, but it wasn’t, it was completely disconnected, so I needed information…so I went to
Information centre and met Margaret, the first person I made contact with…she gave me a list of
stuff she could think of just standing there that I might need to know…I went down to the council
on Tuesday, and they handed me yet more information…people helped me out, you know,
organising gas bottles and all of that.

For others, it was the process that followed their life course. Participant 9 described
how they felt like they did not fit in even after six years in the community. They
stated that even though they had shifted their focus from work and money (the main
factors that brought them to the community) to their newly formed family, they still
felt that it was ‘hard to connect’ with other community members. However, once the
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researcher talked to them eight years after their initial migration event, the
participant had a more positive attitude. They stated that once their children started
attending kindergarten, it was much easier for them to connect to other community
members. Also, at that point the participant had already decided that the family
would migrate to another state; it was apparent that they had undergone two major
life changes and, consequently, semi-adaptation was inevitable.
For the majority of participants, adaptation to the new area took up to one year,
while some felt they were semi-integrated or still trying to understand their place in
the community. Participant 1 stated that although they felt like a part of the
community, and they genuinely enjoyed their life when they arrived, they felt
anxious at times, as if they were not quite in the right place. This happened during
the adaptation period, as they went from ‘being a full-time mum with a full-time job
in Adelaide, to a place where you have a relaxed lifestyle and nothing waiting for
you in the morning’. Once the participant became involved into the community, she
adjusted and is now a well-integrated community member.
Some participants said that they felt that they fitted in, but that the community was
‘hard to get past’, meaning that it took time for them to feel welcome. Others felt that
their expectations were not fulfilled and that this affected their experiences, as they
mostly socialised only with other in-migrants. This contributed to their negative
migrant experiences:
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Participant 28: I thought that the town would be more welcoming and embrace people trying to
make a better change.

As a part of the in-migration process, it has already been established that life course
and previous experiences affect latter decisions of in-migrants. Therefore, it is
possible to conclude that the in-migrant experience is shaped over time; even if an
in-migrant has a positive experience, they will not necessarily remain in the
community. As mobile and changeable dimensions, the priorities and preferences of
in-migrants also change; thus, it is not uncommon for people to out-migrate from
these areas even if they have established a sense of belonging, work and family
members in the area. This was confirmed by utilising Kley’s (2011) framework in
the Mid North context (see Figure 20).
By using Kley’s (2011) framework, it was possible to evaluate the decision-making
processes of the residents in the Mid North Region and changes in their attitudes
towards rural living. The available data from 2013 and 2015 confirmed that the
changes in the attitudes of in-migrants to Mid North depopulating SPAs were driven
by the complex interplay of the community, place, mobility and personal life
courses.
Some participants (23) stated that their initial consideration of migration was
triggered by lifestyle motivation. This included the desire for a country lifestyle,
lifestyle business opportunities, properties, community engagement and the chance
to return to their ‘roots’ or ‘get away’ from urban settings. In comparison, lateral
rural migrants (9) sought to retain rural values within the new environment. For
them, cheaper housing options were a substantial contributing factor in their
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decision-making processes. In contrast, employment-seeking or displaced inmigrants were less concerned with the choice of destination because their main
migration driver was related to external factors such as the employment or family.
Participants’ migration decisions were usually triggered by a life event that
represented their transition from life one stage to another. This applied to all inmigrants, regardless of their motivation to move. Once the decision to migrate was
confirmed, most participants voiced their ambitions and expectations. Their
ambitions were usually lifestyle-related and concerned community activities,
personal development through participation in events and activities or self-fulfilment
through more sustainable lifestyle. This also included the financial ambitions, which
were expressed by 19 participants. Such ambitions generally referred to
entrepreneurial ideas, property ownership or perceived new ‘financial freedom’. For
four participants, ‘financial freedom’ included the ability to travel, which they could
not afford in their previous places of residence.
The progression times between the pre-decisional, pre-actional and actional phases
differed among the participants. While some progressed through these stages fairly
quickly, others took longer to reflect and commit to the decision to migrate. This was
particularly visible in a comparison of participants who owned properties in the
communities for years before migrating there permanently, while others were driven
by the employment opportunities that required immediate relocation to the
depopulating SPAs.
The findings indicated that 24 participants initially thought that they would stay
permanently in depopulating SPAs, while 13 stated that it was a temporary decision
for a period of up to 10 years. However, considering Tables 4 and 5, it is clear that
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in-migrants who initially wanted to stay ‘permanently’ changed their minds, while
the ‘temporary’ in-migrants extended their stays.
Table 4 Kley's model in the Mid North context, 2013
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Table 5 Kley's model and the Mid North population, 2015

The next part of Kley’s framework is the Actional Phase, where in-migrants had
different experiences. Some participants felt that the transition process was easy for
them and their families and stated that they were supported by the destination
communities; in comparison, other in-migrants that found the experience lengthy and
difficult. These initial experiences led to the emergence of different coping
mechanisms for participants to adjust to their new life conditions. Some in-migrants
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isolated themselves and focused on their previous places of residence and their
communities, while others extended themselves and found like-minded individuals
in the new area.
Based on in-migrants responses, there appear to have been a number of ‘pathways’
for easier integration in the new communities. These included joining volunteering
groups, having family or already developed networks in the area or engaging in the
community economically (e.g., by opening a business). Such ‘pathways’ appear to
have generally led to relatively rapid integration in the community and thus,
contributed to the development of ‘place attachment’ for the in-migrant.
The integration process was more difficult for other in-migrants. They had to adjust
their expectations, make an effort and compromise to feel like a part of the
community. This included settling for communities that offered less amenities and
services than they preferred, as well as isolation, increased mobility and activities
and initiatives that were not consistent with their personal interests. According to
their responses, these in-migrants had longer adjustment periods. Four in-migrants
admitted that they were still ‘finding their way’ or that they ‘felt welcomed, but not
belonging’ within the community. However, this group of in-migrants was the
minority, as most (31) felt welcomed and integrated in the community within one
year of arrival.
This also applied to the participants’ quality of life expectations and perceived
benefits from life in depopulating SPAs. Most participants (29) stated that their
expectations were met or exceeded post-arrival. However, this did not mean that they
did not consider further migration. Even those who considered this decision
permanent explained that if conditions changed, they could trigger ‘onward
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migration’. Changes that could lead to such a decision ranged from personal life
events or life-stage changes to external changes that would affect their environment
or employment. Additionally, participants’ concerns related to crime, social issues
and economic potential and development of depopulating SPAs.
While even integrated in-migrants considered further migration, several had already
begun planning their next migration (and two had already moved). The first group of
in-migrants presented several stages of the pre-decisional process: they ranged from
wanting to migrate but being financially constrained, broadly considering the
decision to migrate, already having decided to migrate but without a set timeframe
(for pursuing the Actional Phase) or to being fully engaged in the process of
planning the next migration within the given timeframe. Interestingly, most of these
in-migrants stated that they would return to their previous places of residence if they
migrated again.
Additionally, the results showed that in-migrants who were keen to leave
depopulating SPAs were not necessarily unhappy in the community setting. The
opposite was true: some were engaged in community life and contributed to the area
and community. They were fully integrated and stated that they enjoyed their lives in
depopulating SPAs. The reasons for their decision were driven by health, family or
better job opportunities elsewhere.
Other in-migrants had different attitudes. The in-migrants who could be categorised
as the ‘escalator’ migrants were driven by the idea of ‘rural experience’ and ‘getting
ahead’ in their careers. While living in depopulating SPAs was a pragmatic, shortterm decision that would benefit their careers, it did not stop these in-migrants from
socialising with community members and participating in activities and events.
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This led to the conclusion that the decision for ‘onward’ migration was not driven by
in-migrants’ dissatisfaction with the depopulating SPA or its community. For some
in-migrants, the decision to leave was postponed indefinitely, while others departed
sooner than anticipated. In addition, the reasons for the ‘onward’ migration were not
necessarily related to the changes that participants initially mentioned or thought
would trigger further migration (e.g., reduction of services) or their integration
levels. Sometimes, the reasons for out-migration were outside the in-migrants’
control.
As a part of the onward migration decision-making process, it was possible to
observe the in-migrants’ revaluation of their personal goals and ambitions within the
depopulating SPA context. For those who decided to migrate again, this meant either
migrating to a place that offered different lifestyle or living conditions or seeking
places with similar attributes to satisfy their newly developed prerequisites. The
remaining in-migrants who decided to remain in depopulating SPAs also revaluated
their living conditions and future potential in depopulating SPAs, implying
fickleness in any conclusions that consider the ideas of in-migrant retention in
depopulating SPAs. Table 4 depicts the in-migrants decision-making processes
within Kley’s framework based on their responses in 2013. The table examines the
progression of decision-making and various stages of the process, as reflected
throughout participants’ responses.
Table 5 examines the responses provided by the remaining participants who were
interested in participating in the later stages of the research and comparing their
attitudes towards life in depopulating SPAs as well their willingness to stay in the
area. The number of the participants in this table is lower, as the researcher did not
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include those who were prevented from participating, who had left the area or who
joined later in the study. However, even with the limited numbers, the table indicates
two important things: attitudinal fallacy and the temporality of the migrants’
experiences. Those in-migrants who were confident that their migration decision was
final and permanent in 2013 were reconsidering their decision in 2015. The reasons
for their decisions were various, ranging from the failed expectations and new jobs to
out-migration in search of better opportunities. The deterioration of a place and
reduced employment opportunities, negative migrant experiences, inability to
connect with the place or community members and changed employment and life
events all contributed to in-migrants’ decisions of onward migration.
Those not included in the follow-up table (see Table 5) were either experiencing
significant life changes, had already left the area or did not contact the researcher.
These findings indicate that the decision-making processes of in-migrants to ‘lower
amenity areas’ and depopulating SPAs are affected by the other three dimensions in
Kley’s framework. While the process is heavily influenced by the in-migrant’s
experiences in the community, contributing factors also include community-related
factors (e.g., expectations, integration and adjustment), place markers and in-migrant
life-stage (and its alignment with the depopulating SPA’s locus).

4.2.2.2 How does the process of migration affect the landscapes of the
receiving depopulating SPAs?
Much of the available literature is focused on in-migrants’ experiences in rural areas
and examines the development of place attachment, community spirit or adjustment
to the new environment. However, there is significantly less literature investigating
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how in-migration affects the places (SPAs) beyond the visible physical changes that
are apparent to external observers. The process of in-migration affects these places
and reshapes the landscape of the SPAs. Considering the nature of SPAs, it is
sensible to conclude that these changes will be more apparent in depopulating SPAs
in comparison to higher amenity areas. The place dimension was the main point of
discussion of this RQ, which examined the isolation, challenges, infrastructure and
life-cycles of the SPAs in relation to the in-migrants and their experiences.
While some changes were easily visible, such as the renovated infrastructure, the
researcher attempted to capture the less visible signs of the effects of in-migration on
these places and their landscapes. In the same way as the depopulating SPA
populations, these places are susceptible and adapt to the ongoing changes that inmigration induces. Examining these effects included capturing the presence of inmigrants, new businesses, renovated infrastructure and changeable dynamics, all of
which shifted as the new in-migrants arrived in depopulating SPAs. While some of
the changes were less visible from an external perspective, seemingly positioning
these places as potential ‘ghost’ towns, stagnant or dying, the internal perspective
revealed that these places are in a state of ongoing dynamic change beyond the
visible infrastructural changes that would be apparent to the external bystander.
It was found the external perspective and expectations of the researcher differed
from the perceptions of the residents and in-migrants themselves. This revelation
was particularly relevant in terms of the existing landscape and borders of these
regions, places and communities. The internal perspectives of the residents and inmigrants differed from the externally established/ perceived borders and perimeters
of these places. The findings indicated that these places and their communities
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presented high levels of interaction across the area, regardless of the externally
imposed or perceived borders. The increased mobility, interweaved histories and
shared amenities and services affected residents’ and in-migrants’ tendencies to
relate to and rather discuss the area, instead of particular place.
For example, members of the population identified themselves as the residents of
communities, although they lived outside of the borders of these places, showing that
their identity was attached to the place and could not be discussed without the
inclusion of the proximate places and communities. While it could be assumed that
these places would not be as interweaved if they had larger populations, the
participants’ responses proved otherwise. According to their statements, even when
these places attracted more residents and in-migrants, they still interacted through the
activities, amenities and services. One example was Hallet’s newsletter (see
Appendix 4), which shows how tightly interweaved these communities were in the
past. Another example is how some participants referred to an urban centre that
belongs to a different region as the main centre, due to its proximity. Such
illustrations call for further inquiry, as it is apparent that these places cannot be
observed as isolated case study areas.
The effects of in-migration appeared to extend beyond the areas’ boundaries and
borders and also affected the catchment areas. This makes the interpretation of these
effects more extensive than the simple visual changes within each place. It was
found that the incoming and existing population triggered and affected changes to
the landscape and the physical appearance of these places (both voluntarily and
accidentally) through their decisions, plans and initiatives. As was expected, the
effects of in-migration were more prominent due to the low entry barriers and sizes
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of these places. In this context, the effects of the in-migrants’ decisions were visible
almost immediately.
Whether it was in the form of a renovated pub or a repurposed shop (changed into a
local café or new business), low entry barriers allowed the in-migrants to extend
themselves and to pursue ambitions that would be more challenging and financially
difficult in higher amenity rural areas. Consequently, during the timeframe of this
study, the researcher witnessed various dynamic and infrastructural changes in most
of the communities of interest. Some examples include: Terowie in-migrants
renovated a pub and closed it again; the local gas station moved between three
owners; a local volunteer-based café was opened, closed and then repurposed into
private housing and the local information centre began regular operation. In Hallett,
in-migrants and locals united to attract new residents through the website, closed the
local gas station/shop/post office and opened it again two years later, shifted the post
office service to the local hotel and experienced a ‘downfall’ when certain
‘gatekeepers of the community’ withdrew from the community. Mount Bryan saw
the closure of the local hotel/pub and Point Pass experienced an influx of temporary
visitors due to a newly established yoga retreat. Burra, Eudunda and Peterborough
showed similar community efforts, but due to their size, the ideas, initiatives and
ambitions had a greater probability of success that those of other communities, given
their sizes and positions within the region. With every new visit, the researcher
found that there were new businesses on the main street of several communities;
these ranged from coffee shops, clothing shops, gift shops and antique shops to
customised sweet shops and hairdressers. While some businesses persisted, others
did not, which left the window shops in the main street empty. At certain times, the
researcher felt that more of the shops were empty than were full, which could have
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implied that the community was deteriorating. During the last two community visits,
the researcher observed more activity on the main street and more established
businesses in the area. In contrast, the North Burra area, which had several shops and
services in 2013, appeared to be completely abandoned and deteriorated in 2018. The
in-migrant who ran the local beauty salon relocated the business to another part of
the town; the hairdresser moved to the building on the main street that once held the
newsagent/sweet shop/accountant/gallery/coffee shop (since 2013) and the inmigrant running the local art gallery decided to retire and run her business from
home.
While such changes may appear insignificant, they are relevant and indicative of the
situation in these types of areas. Beyond confirming, again, that the depopulating
SPAs in South Australia are experiencing in-migration that reshapes the landscape
and changes community dynamics, it also emphasised the need for further
exploration of these changes and their long-term effects on these places and their
communities. This is particularly relevant in the context of future in-migration trends
and the perceived desirability of life in these places. The aforementioned examples
indicate that these areas do attract newcomers who bring positive change to these
places and communities, making them more appealing for current and potential inmigrants.
While attracting newcomers could mean introducing new services, improved
infrastructure or a wider range of facilities and activities in higher amenity areas, the
prerequisites for an ‘appealing’ depopulating SPA are different. Primarily, ‘no
further deterioration or reduction of services’ is required. While most residents and
in-migrants were well-aware of the limitations of depopulating SPAs, they still did
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not wish to lose any of the remaining services or facilities (e.g., closure of the local
bank or retirement of their local general practitioner). Events as such as these can
lead to further deterioration, as they affect the community’s visual appeal, current
residents and in-migration potential, as well as the proximate communities that rely
on those services. Additionally, such events change the community’s dynamics and
might trigger onward migration of certain residents and in-migrants, positioning the
area as a further deteriorating, out-migration community.
A similar scenario occurred in Hallett, where in-migrants engaged in the everyday
lives of the community and contributed to its wellbeing. This included applying for
renovation grants, building a park and starting a website entitled ‘Move to Hallett’.
Upon first arrival in Hallet in 2013, the researcher found it to be a vibrant
community that offered basic services and amenities, such as the shop, gas station,
post office, hotel and pub. The community was welcoming and interested in
attracting new in-migrants. In 2016, the situation had changed, as the in-migrant
couple who ran the gas station/shop/post office had retired. Beyond losing these
services, the community also lost its ‘gathering spot’ and the pub/hotel owner took
over operation of the post office. The visible and invisible changes affected the
community and changed the ongoing dynamics between community members and
the place itself. In 2018, the same couple reopened the business (with high exit
barriers), which led to a second change in dynamics. Although it appeared to be a
similar operation to that of 2013, the scope of the business was reduced, as were the
couple’s role and interactions with customers. Additionally, in the two-year break
period, many of the surrounding houses were put up for sale, indicating that the
reduction in services may have affected some residents’ decisions to leave the town.
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Nevertheless, the reshaping of the landscape did not necessarily only occur through
renovation, service reduction or the emergence of businesses in the community. This
process occurred in different ways and still had a strong effect on residents and inmigrants. In Mount Bryan, the local population identified the local pub as the place
that was reshaped through the process of in-migration. The pub was known as the
‘gathering spot’ for the populations of both the local community and the surrounding
areas. According to one of the locals who grew up in the area, it was the place where
jackaroos went to relax at the end of the day. It was known as the ‘farming gathering
spot’ and appealed to the populations of all the surrounding farms and communities.
However, when new management renovated the pub to appeal to a more familyoriented audience, it was perceived as a negative change by the elder population.
When questioned on the matter, the new in-migrant owners considered it a positive
change for the community. This was particularly prominent in the statements of
female in-migrants, even those from Hallett and Burra. Several mentioned that they
preferred the new setting and did not mind going there. This disagreed with the
elders’ more negative responses, which stated that locals were no longer interested in
visiting the business. Further, their perception was that the change was ‘taking away
from the community’ because its gathering spot had been changed and people had to
commute to Burra instead. In 2018, the hotel/pub was for sale and the owners
planned to leave the business and the area.
Therefore, in-migration contributes to the reshaping of the landscapes of
depopulating SPAs. While changes in the landscapes would occur regardless, inmigration amplifies them. Beyond the continual transformation of the landscape, it
was clear that the existing services and activities in the towns of interest were also
affected by the in-migration process. The two examples presented earlier focused on
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communities’ ‘gathering spots’, where people gathered to socialise, and considered
how the departure or arrival of in-migrants eliminated these spaces. The Swedish
participants called these spots the ‘heart and soul’ of these places, as they bear the
identity of the community and allow members to interact and socialise, which
encourages cohesion and community spirit.
During each visit, the researcher observed the reduction of public spaces and
infrastructure in some communities, including the loss of their gathering spots. Some
of these spaces were purchased by in-migrants and repurposed, while others
deteriorated. Whether these were externally or internally driven decisions, the
consequences were indisputable. In some cases, such endeavours led to the
emergence of new ‘gathering spots’ while others saw the collapse of the
community’s spirit and cohesion.
In such scenarios, the effects of in-migration were varied and numerous. They were
visible and contributed to transformation of these places and their communities’
dynamics, but they also had consequences; it is easier to repurpose a public gathering
space into a private household than it is reverse this change. In the South Australian
case studies, this process occurred in several communities. It was not uncommon to
renovate old churches or pubs into private homes and while such endeavours allowed
the presence of in-migrants, they also meant that the communities involved lost
public infrastructure that could not be easily replaced. This observation led the
researcher to the further examine how positive such changes are and to question how
resilient depopulating SPAs are in substituting (and maintaining) their ‘gathering
spots’ within the available infrastructure. As these gathering spots represent an
important aspect of the community’s identity, their elimination or alteration can
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negatively affect communities and their cohesion. Therefore, the one way to observe
the effect of in-migration on the landscapes of depopulating SPAs was to observe the
gathering spots of these communities.
It was found that the residents’ and in-migrants’ perceptions of important places in
their communities differed from the anticipated responses. For majority of the
participants, the generally perceived relevant landmarks—such as churches, shops,
hotels or post offices—held less importance than the spaces they deemed relevant.
The participants reflected on the noteworthy spaces they thought were the most
relevant for the community and the researcher then attempted to capture these places
on Google Maps using the MapFling application to provide visual support of these
places and their relevance.
The gathering spots that participants mentioned were flexible, mobile and somewhat
unexpected, as some no longer exist and others were embodied in a person who
united the residents and thus, was considered the ‘gatekeeper of the community’. The
participants’ responses again confirmed that through the in-migration process, these
places developed distinctive profiles that were reflected in the landscapes and
interests of their populations.
As is apparent from the maps, the places that participants mentioned as significant
were not necessarily aligned with those that are generally presented as important
landmarks in communities. The places that were mentioned by Burra residents (see
Figure 23) were St. Just café (since 2016) (A), Town Hall (B) (which hosts
numerous events and activities), Burra Regional Art Gallery (C) (which collaborates
with many local artists and volunteers) and Burra Visitor Information Centre (D)
(which was of particular importance to the semi-retired and retired in-migrants who
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volunteered there). Other particularly relevant socialising locations include the local
kindergarten (E), the swimming pool (F) and Oppy’s local grocery shop (G). Three
locations that were not explicitly mentioned but that were perceived as highly
beneficial (from the participant’s perspective) to the community were the chemist,
hospital and the sports oval (the latter of which was implied through multiple
participants’ mentions of a number of sports teams).

Figure 20Burra (Google Maps and MapFling)

Two pubs in North Burra were found to be important (see Figure 24). While one was
closed until 2016 (Bon Accord; H), it was mentioned by many participants as a place
where they spent their younger days. It was a popular pub not only for the Burra
residents, but also for the populations of proximate communities. The other
important location was Royal Exchange (I), a very popular gathering spot in 2013.
The last location (North Burra) was identified by the researcher’s observation of the
effects of in- and out-migration on these places. While this complex of shops was

201

full in 2013, it was empty by 2018. When the researcher arrived in Burra in 2013,
this space had an art gallery, beauty salon and a hairdresser’s shop. Across the street,
there was also a volunteering group’s meeting spot that related to children’s
activities and sports. During the researcher’s last visit, all of these spaces were empty
and the majority of businesses had either relocated or shut down.

Figure 21 North Burra (Google Maps and MapFling)

Considering that Mount Bryan (see Figure 25) does not have any services besides the
hotel/pub and the post office, it was clear that the gathering spot was the pub. The
aforementioned example of long-term residents’ angst and the willingness of inmigrants to support the pub’s new management meant that many of the local
residents stopped visiting the pub, while in-migrants continued to do so. However,
the long-term residents acknowledged that the pub was once an important gathering
spot for the community and farmers from the surrounding areas. The residents of
Mount Bryan usually commute to Burra for work, services and education.

202

Figure 22Mount Bryan (Google Maps and MapFling)

When discussing Hallett (see Figure 26), the most prominent place that was
mentioned by participants was the local shop (A). In 2013, it was also the gas station
and the post office, but it was temporarily closed and reopened in 2018. For the
majority of participants, it was a relevant gathering spot because they could have
coffee, socialise, send mail and do grocery shopping there, if necessary. As it was
located on the main street, the shop was relatively easy for visitors and local
residents to visit. A contributing factor in the place’s importance was that a
community member invited the owners to purchase the store because they wanted
them to become the part of the community. When they accepted, it was
straightforward for local residents to start using the gas station and the shop because
they knew and supported the owners. When the owners’ retired and the gas station
closed, the dynamics of the place changed. In 2018, it reopened but the owners
decided to hire an employee and to spend only half of their time in Hallett (and the
rest in Adelaide).
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Figure 23Hallett (Google Maps and MapFling)

The Town Hall (B) was another important gathering spot in Hallett. All of the town’s
committees met there and it hosted a number of events; thus, the residents had
invested much time and effort in renovating the building to make it more suitable for
meetings and gatherings. This was the first instance in which a person was
mentioned in relation to important spaces and places in depopulating SPAs. One of
the in-migrants who made an effort to contribute to the community and used her
knowledge and skills was mentioned as being very important for the community and
its progress. The same person was also responsible for applying for the grant that
enabled the renovation of the Town Hall, which contributed to participants’ positive
attitude towards her role and relevance in the community.
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While in the most relevant place in other towns were usually tied to businesses and
landmarks, the most relevant gathering spot in Terowie (see Figure 27) in 2013 was
a community-based volunteer-operated café on the main street. It was already closed
when the researcher visited in 2015, and had become a private residence (with the
‘Happy Birthday’ sign in front of it implying that there are children in the
community). No other places were mentioned in the context of the gathering spots
when the researcher visited in 2013 or thereafter.

Figure 24Terowie (Google Maps and MapFling)

In Peterborough (see Figure 28), the four locations were mentioned as the relevant
gathering spots. While the first two (see A and B in Figure 28) were local cafés and
were considered the social gathering spots, the latter two (see C and D in Figure 28)
were mentioned as gathering spots related to volunteering. The researcher found that
many participants from the Peterborough were unemployed but still highly engaged
in the community’s events and activities. They mentioned the swimming pool,
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hospital and the school cafeteria as the places where they gathered, volunteered and
socialised with other community members.

Figure 25. Peterborough (Google Maps and MapFling)

Point Pass in-migrants mentioned a public space that was also used as the volunteeroperated post office as their main gathering spot (see Figure 29). While they had
other spaces, it became apparent during interviews that the Hall was the place where
they gathered on a daily basis. When the researcher returned in 2015, it was where
she went advertised her research because she expected someone to be there at any
time.
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Figure 26Point Pass (Google Maps and MapFling)

It is apparent that depopulating SPA communities valued different locations for
various reasons. The value they assigned to a location did not necessarily agree with
the landmarks that an external perspective might consider important in these places.
Importance was usually assigned to places that brought the community together and
allowed residents to socialise. This should be accounted for when discussing places
that belong to depopulating SPAs. Their dynamics are different and their priorities
and values differ from those of populations in higher amenity areas.
From these maps and the participants’ responses, it is evident that the dynamics of
these places were affected by new in-migrants and the residents at time that this
study was conducted in the community. While these places sometimes appeared to
be vibrant and dynamic, they appeared stagnant and in decline at others. This
depends not only on the community and in-migrants, but also on the place and its
stage in the life cycle. When the researcher returned to some of these communities,
some in-migrants who were content and fully aware of the places they chose as their
207

migration destinations during the first interview, expressed different feelings about
their lives in depopulating SPAs (see Table 5). Some felt frustrated with the place’s
limitations and were rethinking their options. This occurrence was usually attached
to a life-stage or life events that the in-migrant was experiencing or to extreme
circumstances and changes in the community:

Participant 10: I think no. Honestly, since 2013 Burra has gone backwards in lots of
direction…just the community feel, that has become more negative, last couple of years, you know,
empty shops in the main street have been more prominent, even though has been investment in other
shops like ‘Black Sheep’ and ‘Bullrush’ invested a lot in the town, there are still empty shops that
probably weren’t around in 2013 or 2012 or…but definitely, the whole community feel, has been a
lot of changes and I think it got less cohesive over the years we’ve been here I love living here…and I
wouldn’t have said that 12 months ago that I was at that stage [thinking about leaving] but now
looking forward with our kid soon finishing school, that we really don’t have ties in Burra, other
than my partner's job and hopefully he won’t be there in 2 years’ time.

The examples, quotations and identification of community ‘gathering spots’ in these
places contribute to further understanding of the effects of in-migration to
depopulating SPAs. While the depopulating SPAs themselves participate in these
changes through their life-cycles, in-migration can further enhance this process. The
presence of the in-migrants can change the visual outlook of these depopulating
areas and contribute to the perceived revival and vibrancy of these communities.
Even if in-migrants choose to move away, they leave legacies in the form of
renovated infrastructure, signs or (usually short-lived) activities in these areas. The
effects of in-migration to depopulating SPAs are apparent as both visible and
invisible changes, affecting the appearance, capacity, dynamics and attitudes of the
depopulating SPAs and their communities.
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4.2.2.3 How do differences between communities in depopulating SPAs affect
the characteristics of in-migration and community development in
depopulating SPAs?
The third RQ was derived from the second RQ and attempted to analyse how
depopulating SPAs appeal to potential in-migrants. As previously mentioned, it is
challenging to discuss either of these dimensions outside the framework’s context.
Through the effects of mobility, in-migrants and place, it is apparent that
depopulating SPA communities are also reshaped. Although they already have
developed and established identities, the in-migration process may potentially affect
them and alter the existing connections and relationships in the community.
While some show resistance, other communities embrace change and adapt to new
circumstances. Although the shaping markers of these communities may imply that
they were diverse before the observed period of in-migration occurred, this RQ
considers the changes within a community as consequences of the in-migration
process. Thus, in answering this RQ, the research attempted to provide insight into
the functionality of different communities and their attitudes and capacities to adapt
to ongoing changes (in-migration included). The findings were evaluated through the
community’s openness to collaboration with new in-migrants, the development of
various activities and initiatives, and the community’s overall attitude towards the
prospects of in-migration. The aim was to explore these community-related factors in
depopulating SPAs and offer insight into the diversity of these areas and their
capacity for attracting new in-migrants.
The majority of the case study sites from the South Australian depopulating SPAs
are farming communities. While all were diverse in their attitudes towards in209

migration, it was apparent that the history, isolation and remoteness of these places
affected their communities’ openness to the integration of the new in-migrants.
However, with the influx of new in-migrants, these areas profiled themselves in
different ways, ranging from extremely isolated and closed communities to tourismbased communities that aimed to position themselves as vibrant and appealing to
potential in-migrants. The aforementioned examples—of Hallett’s community efforts
to encourage in-migration and contrasting opinions in other towns where some
participants viewed in-migration-driven changes as disturbances—provide a glimpse
into these processes and changes. Additionally, the previous two RQs provided the
context of who the in-migrants are, why did they decided to migrate, and whether
they contribute to the reshaping of the landscape with their presence. The following
RQ aims to explore their experiences in depopulating SPAs.
While it might seem that many of these communities would share the same
characteristics, given their proximity, connections and resident interactions, this
proved to be incorrect. Each these places of interest had a distinctive profile and a
strong identity. This became apparent through the in-migrants’ experiences and each
community’s openness, capacity for change, resilience and attitude towards potential
in-migrants. It was found that communities with historically higher population
turnover showed less resilience towards the idea of in-migration:
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Participant 21: What a great thing was…from the first day we arrived, we went to Information
Centre, because where we come from, house is made vacant, electricity is still on and you just swap it
over, but it wasn’t, it was completely disconnected, so I needed information…so I went to
Information centre and met Margaret, the first person I made contact with…she gave me a list of
stuff she could think of just standing there that I might need to know…I went down to the council
on Tuesday, and they handed me yet more information…people helped me out, you know,
organising gas bottles and all of that.

In-migrants from Peterborough, Hallett, Mount Bryan, Point Pass and Burra stated
that they had positive experiences post-migration and most felt welcomed in the
community.
While it could be assumed that in-migrant experiences depend on their interactions
with community members, the researcher found that in-migrants who had previous
knowledge of, or contact with, the community had more positive experiences and
integrated soon after migration. Although the majority of in-migrant interviewees
felt that they had adapted to their respective communities well, several participants
stated that they were either still adapting or felt a bit ‘out of the place’. Additionally,
several participants mentioned that these areas were ‘tough’ and that it took a longer
time to be fully integrated and acknowledged as a community member. Those who
were from the area found the adaptation much easier in comparison to their partners.
Some partners struggled with integration to the point that they considered themselves
as ‘displaced’ in-migrants, who were there solely for the family and the job, but
personally, would prefer to not live there. Others did not present such extreme
attitudes, but stated that it took them up to eight years to start feeling like a
community member. These individuals had usually migrated for work and had never
developed a ‘place attachment’ to their depopulating SPAs.
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Several themes related to the community and its role in shaping both the place and
the migrant experience in depopulating SPAs were noted. It was important to
acknowledge the influence of a community in these processes, as the likelihood of
in-migrants’ remaining increases with the more positive experiences they have in the
place and community. In the depopulating SPAs, the community can have great
influence on this process if the influx of the visitors and other in-migrants is low and
the place itself does not offer much in terms of services and amenities.
It was apparent from the interviews that many in-migrants expected to find a positive
community that would enable them to fulfil their aspirations and encourage their
ideas and initiatives. They also expected the communities to show high levels of
cohesion and openness towards the new in-migrants and their ideas. From the
participants’ responses, it was clear that those who had previous experience in the
community and understood the dynamics of rural communities and depopulating
SPAs were rapidly integrated. This was partially due to the participants’
understanding that they needed to be proactive if they wanted to develop networks
and relationships in these places and communities. This was achieved through
joining volunteering groups and participating in various activities available in the
community. Those in-migrants with previous experience in the community appear to
have been more proactive and inclined to join various groups than those whose
migration decision was driven by employment or a partner. Whether it was through
sports initiatives or joining the local sports team or various activities that are already
available in the community, these in-migrants had the opportunity to engage in and
contribute to the community’s dynamics. As one of the participants said: ‘these
communities rely on volunteers’; this implied that they would be welcoming towards
potential in-migrants.
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Nevertheless, one participant stated that she enjoyed life in the community but did
not feel like a part of it. She also did not consider it a permanent decision to stay in
the community for an extended period. When interviewed three years after, she
confirmed that her family was leaving the area, although they owned a property and
both partners had permanent jobs. In her opinion, depopulating SPAs were an
excellent starting point for young families and career-driven migrants, but she did
not see herself as being fully integrated in the community or staying indefinitely.
When asked about their lives in these communities, the in-migrants offered the
following descriptions: ‘down-to-earth and friendly’, ‘taking care of the elderly and
making them feel less isolated’, ‘basic kind of life, as it should be…people working
together and living off the land’, ‘people looking out for you’, ‘friendly neighbours’,
‘greater trust in people and very low numbers of the bad people’, ‘very welcoming
and no fuss, just getting together and organising things’, ‘ tight-knit and friendly’
‘ability to know people’, ‘good characters’, ‘people help you and keep their eye on
you’. These statements confirm the ideas related to rural communities.
However, some participants also stated that these communities are ‘friendly’, but
‘less forgiving’ and perceived people as locals only after they had spent an extended
period in the community. They also felt that depopulating SPA communities were
pleasant and good places to live, until community members were faced with changes
they perceived to be disruptive or negative in some way. This happened in one of the
local volunteering groups, which the participant ultimately left, as none of their ideas
or initiatives were accepted or encouraged. This could be described as the
community’s resilience in maintaining the status quo. Another participant struggled
with the local government, as she attempted to make changes to the operation of a
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local business and was confronted with the community’s disapproval because the
implementation phase required some community members to do additional work.
These examples provide insight into the discrepancies between the communities and
in-migrants who arrive in depopulating SPAs. Even in the context of landscape
changes, it was apparent that the local population may disagree with an in-migrant’s
ideas and perspectives. Such examples indicate that even though the community may
show passive resilience, this does not mean that the situation will remain in
unchanged.
While most participants agreed that the Mid North communities were pleasant to live
in and offered various activities for interested in-migrants, some still felt ‘out of
place’. Some stated that this was a reflection of limitations imposed on the ‘social
interactions’ among different groups; other felt that these places lacked a multicultural perspective and some discussed the community’s resilience in attempts to
improve the community.
Participant 15 reflected on this issue and stated the need for strong leaders in the
community to be welcoming, as many country towns still have the mindset of the
‘old’ versus ‘new’ families; in-migrants who are not connected to the old families
need more time for full integration. She also reflected on the existence of various
sub-groups in the communities that are still present as, for example, the ‘townies’,
permanent workers, visitors and newcomers. Another participant reflected on the
‘cliques’ in community activities and groups, saying that most are run by the same
people who volunteer their time to organise these activities. Consequently, some new
in-migrants did not feel compelled to participate, as they felt that the group was
already established.
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Different communities provided varying experiences for their in-migrants. Based on
these experiences, in-migrants developed attitudes towards the community members,
their future plans and the town’s future prospects. Based on their responses, the
characteristics of different communities affected their in-migrants’ attitudes and
plans.
The most striking difference was observed between two proximate communities: one
was stigmatised and characterised as closed, unfriendly and passively resilient to
change and in-migration. In contrast, the other was perceived as extremely
welcoming, resilient to disruptive changes, but also interested in in-migration and
potential new residents.
The first community presented high levels of passive resilience through various
initiatives that discouraged in-migration; the community were confrontational
towards new in-migrants and residents interested in change and attempted to stop
several entrepreneurial initiatives and encouraged out-migration of residents they
perceived as ‘unsuitable’ for the community. Through these efforts, they supported
the deterioration of the place itself, as there were no businesses and only a few very
limited activities available in the area. However, during the researcher’s visit, the
community was experiencing one of its ‘bursts’ and had a number of in-migrants
who were interested in changing the town through various initiatives. These
participants developed a sense of belonging and place attachment within the inmigrant group, but did not feel that they were integrated in the broader community.
Many had migrated as lifestyle or default in-migrants (family ties) but became
displaced in-migrants due to their failed businesses and limited finances (high exit
barriers). However, even within the deteriorated town and extremely resilient
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community, they were attempted to develop a better future for themselves and
others. Some rethought their decision to migrate, but concluded that ‘they really
liked the community spirit [of the other in-migrants] in the place’.
Other groups reflected on the role of the community as an important segment of their
migration experiences. Some in-migrants stated that the community’s passive
resilience and selectiveness and their feeling of isolation led them to plan for onward
migration soon after they arrived in the area. These participants felt that their efforts
were rejected and that they were not the part of the community. Thus, they socialised
only with other in-migrants and planned to leave the area in 10 years. Similarly,
another participant stated that they never felt like part of the community, but began
socialising more with the community members after four years in the town, once
their children started school. Both of the participants cited here were default inmigrants who moved to these areas for work or to join their partner. Their ideas and
expectations of life and the community were significantly different from those of
lifestyle retirement migrants, who had previous experience in the community.
In contrast, the second community presented a significantly different mindset among
the community members. Beyond the community’s positive attitude towards new inmigrants, and due to one particularly prominent and active in-migrant, newcomers
experienced positive changes during their stays in the community. The main
difference between the two towns was that the first community was resistant, while
the other recognised their town’s need for new residents and allowed in-migrants to
utilise their skills and knowledge to improve both the community and the place.
This difference suggests that while the communities were a contributing factor to the
adjustment and integration of in-migrants, they did not have a major influence in
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their retention. Even those in-migrants who were well-supported and accepted left
these areas once they entered a different life-stage and changed their priorities.
Nevertheless, if the community was perceived as passively resilient, disinterested
and unwelcoming, it encouraged in-migrants to rethink their migration decisions.
The only group of in-migrants that was not as affected by community dynamics was
the escalator migrants. Considering their migration drivers and long-term plans,
many of these individuals already knew that they would leave at some point, so
many did not make a substantial effort to integrate into the community. Nevertheless,
they commented that it was good to have a pleasant community that offered
activities that they could join if they wished. Unsurprisingly, the community was
rarely found to have a great effect on these in—migrants.
Therefore, the initial characterisation of these communities could be described
through their initial openness and appeal, followed by their attitudes towards inmigrants and their ideas and initiatives, and their overall willingness to allow
integration of new migrants. While these factors contributed to integration (and
many in-migrants commented on how one of their prerequisites to migrate was the
community spirit), they were not as influential or relevant in in-migrants’ decisions
to leave depopulating SPAs.
While it could be assumed that a place’s appearance would reflect its community’s
interest in in-migration, this was not found to be the reality in all cases. Some
communities (e.g., Point Pass, Hallett and Mount Bryan) had enthusiastic
communities that were willing to welcome new in-migrants, but were simultaneously
aware of their limitations in terms of services and infrastructure. Other towns, like
Terowie and Eudunda, had a small number of the residents who were enthusiastic
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about in-migration and its prospects, but also had opposing groups that did not share
their enthusiasm.
Both Burra and Peterborough profiled themselves as larger communities with
tourism potential, which led them to be more open to new initiatives and in-migrants.
However, one thing all of these communities had in common was the awareness that
they needed new residents and in-migrants. Even those who were not necessarily
excited about potential in-migrants in the community clearly stated that they needed
more residents. They were aware that their communities needed to be more open and
friendlier towards in-migrants, as most recognised the connection between new
residents and the future of the area.
Some participants shared their thoughts about the potential futures of these areas and
wished for more young residents in their communities. Some reflected on the
connection between the town’s appeal and new in-migrants, saying that empty shops
were unattractive and that ‘the number of the houses put up for sale was worrying
but fortunately they were all bought’. One participant expressed their wish that the
town would continue to develop in a ‘small cute way’ and become a ‘nice quiet
place’ for people to live. Some interviewees said that they would like to see
entrepreneurs and families coming to the area, which would allow the area to
develop as a tourism destination. However, some had a more negative outlook on the
future and stated that they had not thought much about it and did not think that
anything would happen if people did not commit to doing something to improve the
community. One participant said that the community relied on the retired population
and that without new people to trigger change, these places would die. They stated
that unless everyone (from the local council to business associations, community
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groups and residents) embraced new ideas, technology and commerce, the town
would continue on a path of economic decline, which equated to few jobs, a
shrinking population and a risk of losing essential services (schools, hospitals) and
community groups (sports clubs). They implied that some of the residents were wellaware of the community’s role in this process.
Another in-migrant who agreed with this view stated that they did not see any great
change occurring without a mindset shift and move to embrace a vision for a
different future. They said that that would likely rely on external factors such as
active support and cooperation from the state government.
Therefore, it is apparent that many in-migrants recognised the barriers that
communities posed to potential newcomers and their attempts to initiate change.
Towns that are characterised by ‘strong leaders’ who encouraged passive resilience
may appeal to in-migrants, but it is likely that these in-migrants will leave sooner
than expected (unless displaced). The other communities, that make conscious
efforts to support migrants will not necessarily thrive but will likely see some
positive changes. In Point Pass and Hallett, these changes were apparent through the
local grants received for the renovations. In contrast, in Terowie, for example, the
researcher found that it was almost impossible to locate the volunteer-based café
unless directed. This suggests that while these communities are connected and
proximate, they still presented different profiles and had different characteristics
regarding the process and effects of in-migration.
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4.3. Vilhelmina Kommun (Latikberg, Järvsjöby and Dalasjö)
The Swedish (and Croatian) case studies were considerably shorter than the South
Australian study. Nevertheless, they are included to offer a more comprehensive
overview of how in-migration affects different types of depopulating SPAs in
different countries. While the Swedish case study presents findings on a smaller
scale due to the limited number of (official) interviews, the number of informal
interviews and the researcher’s experience living and working in these communities
and continued visits allowed for an in-depth interpretation of in-migration in this
context. Additionally, the Swedish case study presented the highest number of the
permanent residents who originated from the area but could be qualified as
‘returning migrants’ because they had spent significant time living and working in
other parts of Sweden.
The researcher focused on three Northern Swedish communities; Latikberg,
Järvsjöby and Dalasjö, which are all classified as ‘depopulating SPAs’. The
communities have 70−120 residents and had experienced an influx of in-migrants in
the last three years (2015-2018).

Figure 27 Case study areas in Sweden (2017) (Google maps)
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It should be noted that this research was conducted at the same time as the migration
crisis (Dahlstedt & Neergaard, 2016) occurred, which led to exponential growth in
the number of in-migrants to these areas. While these changes did not affect the
communities of interest directly, they still experienced the consequences of inmigration effects in the surrounding areas. Additionally, these circumstances
required additional clarification and information during the recruitment process, as
many of the community members perceived ‘migration’ solely through the lens of
the ongoing crisis.
During fieldwork, the researcher conducted 11 interviews with community members
in the depopulating SPAs. Three interviews were conducted in Swedish and required
the presence of a translator. The remaining six interviews were conducted in English.
In addition to the interviews, the researcher spent a considerable amount of time in
these communities, developed networks within the communities and catchment
areas, and continued to return to discuss the ongoing processes. These visits included
a dirt research approach, visual ethnography and numerous informal conversations
with community members. These combined approaches led to further understanding
of these areas and the effects that the (limited) in-migration had on them.
Vilhelmina Municipality (2462) is located in the Västerbotten County in the
province of Lapland in northern Sweden. It is surrounded by Dorotea municipality,
Hattfjelldal municipality (Norway), Strömsund, Åsele, Lycksele and Storuman
municipality.
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Figure 28Map of Västerbotten county by Löf A. (2014)

In 2011, Vilhelmina Municipality (2462) had a population of 7,050 but according to
the most recent census data, the population of the municipality had decreased to
6,799 residents by 2017. Thus, the average age of the residents increased from 43.9
(2011) to 44.6 years in 2017. According to last available data, in 2015, more than
half of the population (3,572 people) lived within the locality, while the remaining
3,257 were located outside Vilhelmina (Statistics Sweden, 2015). Of the 6,799
residents, 424 stated that they were foreign citizens.
In 2017, 316 people migrated to Vilhelmina Municipality (2462) (see Table 6): 102
migrated from other municipalities within the county and 124 migrated from other
counties in Sweden. Of the 285 people who out-migrated from Vilhelmina, 135
migrated to other municipalities within the county, while 141 migrated to other
counties in Sweden.
Table 6 Migration by region, age, region of birth, observations and year, 2017 (Statistics
Sweden, 2017)
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2017

All in-migrations

All out-

In-migrations

In-migrations

Out-migrations

Out-migrations

migrations

from other

from other

to other

to other counties

municipalities

counties in

municipalities

in Sweden

within the county

Sweden

within the county

2462 Vilhelmina

Total

316

285

102

124

135

141

Born in Sweden

185

184

79

99

109

74

Foreign born

131

101

23

25

26

67

The number of the residents living and working in the municipality was 2,581 (see
Table 7 for details on age and gender) in 2016, while the number of the (incoming)
commuting workers was 176. The number of residents living in the municipality but
commuting to work was 540. The other municipalities mentioned (and the number of
people mentioning them) were: Väsby (1), Botkyrka (1), Haninge (2), Täby (2),
Stockholm (17), Solna (1), Norrtälje (5), Sigtuna (2), Uppsala (2), Enköping (1),
Strängnäs (1), Trosa (1), Norrköping (5), Ljungby (2), Västervik (1), Gotland (1),
Sjöbo (1), Bromölla (1), Malmö (5), Lund (1), Eslöv (1), Göteborg (1), Örebro (2),
Askersund (1), Lindesberg (1), Borlänge (2), Söderhamn (1), Härnösand (1),
Sundsvall (2), Kramfors (3), Sollefteå (6), Örnsköldsvik (20), Ragunda (1), Krokom
(2), Strömsund (11), Åre (2), Berg (1), Östersund (12), Nordmaling (4), Bjurholm
(2), Vindeln (10), Robertsfors (1), Norsjö (4), Malå (13), Storuman (68), Sorsele (5),
Dorotea (38), Vännäs (12), Åsele (34), Umeå (108), Lycksele (44), Skellefteå (15),
Arvidsjaur (3), Arjeplog (3), Jokkmokk (2), Kalix (1), Pajala (2), Gällivare (12),
Älvsbyn (2), Luleå (11) and Piteå (6) (Statistics Sweden 2016).
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Table 7 Gainfully employed population in Vilhelmina Municipality (2462) divided by age and
gender in 2016 (Statistics Sweden, 2017)

Age range and gender

Number of people

16−19
•

Male

34

•

Female

49

•

Male

153

•

Female

128

•

Male

173

•

Female

134

•

Male

131

•

Female

118

•

Male

134

•

Female

122

•

Male

156

•

Female

155

•

Male

148

•

Female

144

•

Male

176

•

Female

178

•

Male

209

•

Female

201

20−24

25−29

30−34

35−39

40−44

45−49

50−54

55−59

60−64
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•

Male

185

•

Female

176

•

Male

98

•

Female

37

•

Male

58

•

Female

24

•

Male

0

•

Female

0

65−69

70−74

75+

According to the most recent census, the population in Vilhelmina Municipality
(2462) had 6,799 residents and 3,310 households in 2017 (see Table 8). Of the entire
population, 3,315 residents were female and 3,408 were male. A total of 3,814
residents stated that they were single; 1,950 were married, with 463 widowed and
567 divorced (Statistics Sweden, 2017). According to last available data from 2017,
the number of families in the municipality at the time of the study was 769, implying
a continual decline since 2014 (809 families). The number of ‘nuclear families’ was
492, with 80 reconstructed families and 193 single parents in the municipality (148
single mothers and 45 single fathers). Thus, the average number of the people per
household was 2.05 (see table 8).
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Table 8 Number and percentage of persons and households by region, household size,
observations and year (Statistics Sweden, 2017)

In 2017, the mean population of the Vilhelmina Municipality (2462) included was
diverse in terms of age (see table 9).
Table 9 Population of Vilhelmina Municipality (2462) according to their age (Statistics
Sweden, 2017)
Age
0-4
5-9
10-14
15-19
20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44
45-49
50-54
55-59
60-64
65-69
70-74
75-79
80-84
85-89

No. of
residents
283
364
399
420
378
422
340
305
350
354
427
469
541
456
464
337
239
148
226

90-94
95-99
100+

81
18
5

The three case study villages were Latikberg, Järvsjöby and Dalasjö. The most recent
census data show that Latikberg had 62 residents in 2010 (and 50 in 2015), while
Järvsjöby had under 50 residents and Dalasjö had 41. The last census to include
Järvsjöby was performed in 1995, then the town had a population of 55 residents
(Småorter 2015).7 All three communities were defined as small localities, which
meant that their data are captured in five-year intervals. According to Statistics
Sweden, localities are defined as a group of buildings not more than 200 metres apart
from each other with at least 200 inhabitants. Small localities are defined as a group
of buildings not more than 150 metres apart, with 50−199 inhabitants (Statistics
Sweden, 2002).
As all three communities are small localities, the lack of services and amenities
classifies them as lower amenity rural and remote areas. It is challenging to discuss
these communities separately, as their residents’ everyday lives were found to be
interweaved. Changes, such as school closure, had a wider reach and affected not
only residents of Latikberg, but also of other surrounding communities. These places
shared services, had hunting team members from other communities and organised
events together (mostly winter sports). According to statistical data from 2017, in
2016, there was a range of different activities for the residents of the Vilhelmina
Municipality (2462) (including these three communities). The listed activities were:
preschool leisure centres (3), preschool class (compulsory) (4), upper-secondary

7

If the population decreases below 50 residents, the community is no longer considered a town.
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school (5), elderly care (3), health and social care (6) and individual and family care
(25)8. However, it was clearly stated that one provider could account for more than
one activity on this list, and that the health and social care includes a taxi service for
the disabled population. Further, based on the latest information, Latikberg’s school
closure in September 2018 will likely affect this activities list (by the time the
researcher finished the fieldwork there was no significant downsizing of the
available activities). When the research was conducted, there were kindergartens in
Järvsjöby and Latikberg. In 2018, the one in Latikberg was still operational, but the
researcher could not find information about the Järvsjöby kindergarten.
It is arguably interesting that none of the communities had part of their area
overlapping with holiday homes (Statistics Sweden, 2015), as this which means that
all of the residents were permanent inhabitants of these communities. The current (as
of 2018), the population of all three communities was approximately around 70
residents (each). While Latikberg experienced an influx of younger residents, the
other communities were struggling with a lack of housing for potential new
migrants. Järvsjöby residents stated this as one of the major issues that prevented
further influx of potential residents, while Dalasjö residents stated that their
community had reached an optimal size and thus, felt that there was no need for
expansion of the community.
All three communities were functional, due to their proximity to Vilhelmina (ranging
from 9 to 30 km). Vilhelmina was found to serve as their urban centre, offering a
wide range of services for the residents of surrounding areas. While Latikberg is
halfway to Lycksele, which is a larger urban centre, participants were inclined to

8

The numbers in brackets represent the number of available services across the Municipality.
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commute to Vilhelmina where they had jobs, educational facilities and established
connections. The same was found to apply to the two other communities.
Additionally, none of the communities of interest was found to have an operating
business in the community. While in the past they included farms and other
businesses, these areas had become purely residential communities with low to nonexistent economic activity. This will be further explained and elaborated in the
results sections that follow.

4.3.1. Exploratory sequential case study design in Vilhelmina Kommun
(Latikberg, Järvsjöby and Dalasjö)
In the Northern Swedish communities, the introduction phase of the fieldwork
started in October 2015. This was the first time that the researcher had visited the
region and the communities that could potentially be part of the research project.
While the initial aim was to explore different communities within the same
municipality, once the researcher arrived in Latikberg, it became apparent that the
community would be suitable for project. Of all the areas studied, northern Sweden
was the area about which the researcher had the least knowledge; thus, it was
necessary for them to investigate and evaluate the suitability of the selected
communities prior to confirming them as project case study areas. For this reason,
the researcher spent two weeks in Vilhelmina, gathering information about the
municipality and selected communities. Besides driving through the area during the
first visit in October, the researcher returned several times in the next two months
and drove around the area, discussed the research with colleagues at the
Glesbygdsmedicinskt Centrum [Centre for Rural Medicine] (GMC) and started
building the study network. Some conversations led to recruitment; others were more
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informative and provided some context of the area, while some revealed new
information that the researcher potentially would not have been able to uncover
alone.
Although the researcher had no previous experience in the area, their association
with the GMC (Hodge et al., 2016) and keen interest in the chosen communities had
a positive effect on the recruitment process. Most of the GMC staff were locals who
could support the research with their knowledge and personal networks. They helped
the researcher to establish connections to the ‘gatekeepers’ and distributed flyers to
their contacts, with the aim of potential recruitment. However, in comparison to
South Australia, the main communication tools for recruitment were social media
and email, which were used to arrange meetings. In addition, the researcher posted
flyers around the communities, including their urban centre, Vilhelmina, and became
acquainted with the Tourism Visitor Centre employees, local government employees
and locals in both Vilhelmina and selected case study communities. Although based
in Storuman (approximately 70 km away), the researcher still commuted to
Vilhelmina and case study areas when necessary. In addition to the Storuman
residents and colleagues who helped with recruitment, service providers in
Vilhelmina were of great assistance. Besides offering information about the area and
sharing stories, they also assisted the recruitment process in these communities.
Therefore, the recruitment phase overlapped with the actual interviews in these
communities. This in unsurprising, considering that the more successful recruitment
method was snowballing via WoM. This was also the only country where residents
were willing to give the researcher a tour of the area (either walking or driving) and
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to provide some historic context for previous events and facilities that contributed to
improvement in the residents’ lives in these areas.
The interviews took place on two different occasions during 2016. After this phase
was completed, the researcher used the descriptive information to compliment the
qualitative data gathered. Once the analysis was complete, the researcher presented
some of the findings to the community in the form of a presentation at the local
hotel. The researcher had informal meetings with some of the gatekeepers of the
communities and updated them on the research findings. These meetings were
valuable for both the gatekeepers and the researcher, as they were able to exchange
information and discuss the implications of the newest changes in the communities
(e.g., a school closure). Even after the fieldwork was officially completed and all
data were collected, the researcher remained in contact with some of the residents. In
addition to the information gathered, the researcher used photographs and stories to
create the context and profiles of these communities. The overall study design is
summarised in Figure 32.
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8) PHASE I:
analysis of data
1)
INTRODUCTION
: selection of most
appropriate case
study areas

2) PHASE I:
introduction to the
area (site visit,
background
research,
examining the
community
website, selfguided walk)
3) PHASE I:
confirmation of the
case study areas

4) PHASE I:
consideration of
the community in
academic and grey
literature/similar
case studies

7) PHASE I:
interviews of
participants
(exploratory
sequential design)

6) PHASE I:
recruitment of
participants
(snowballing
method)

5) PHASE I:
settling into the
community,
making oneself
visible to
community
members, finding
'gatekeepers' of
the community,
using ethnogrpahy
tools for further
comprehensiom of
the context

9) PHASE II: use
of complementing
quantitative
descriptive
information to
support the 'core'
phase
10) PHASE I:
presentation of
findings to
community
members/ attempt
to broaden the
range of contacts
12) PHASE I:
informal
conversations with
some participants

13) PHASE I:
inclusion of visual
data and stories

15) PHASE III:
interpretation of
findings and
conclusions in the
case study context
14) PHASE II:
confirmation of
claims (what is the
empirical evidence
to support claims
or to distinguish
between
competing
claims?)

Figure 29Exploratory sequential case study design figure for Vilhelmina Kommun
(developed by the researcher)

4.3.2. Research questions for Vilhelmina Kommun (Latikberg, Järvsjöby and
Dalasjö)
4.3.2.1 How diverse are the drivers of migration to these places?
The majority of participants in Sweden were either middle- or retirement age and a
covered two age groups: 44−65 (6) and 66+ (3). Only two participants were in the
age group of 29−43: an in-migrant who moved in with his partner and two young
children, and one who had just formed a family in the area. Seven of the participants
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had a higher education degree, while others had a high school degree. Several stated
that they had also done additional professional courses and training as a part of their
jobs. When asked why they migrated to the area, eight9 people stated that they were
originally from the area and that while, at the certain point in time, they had migrated
elsewhere, they had ultimately decided to return. When they migrated to other
places, they had moved to more urban areas such as Stockholm, Umeå, Dorotea and
Skellefteå.
Most of the drivers of these participants’ migration to depopulating SPAs were those
already mentioned (see Figure 33). Generally, the reason for their return was a
combination of the family ties, employment opportunities and lifestyle choice. In the
Swedish case study, the majority of participants originated from proximate
communities in the region, so, as Participant 40 stated, their decision to return was
‘like coming back home’.

General rural migration motivation

Counter-urban
lifestyle (2)

- desire for
country lifestyle

Lateral rural
lifestyle (2)

- connections in
the area
- return
migration

Default (6)

- employment
-family ties

Figure 30Factors influencing migration and destination choice (General rural migration
motive) Sweden

9

Two participants had never left the area.
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The majority (four participants) of these in-migrants had similar pathways that led
them to the other communities as they went through various life-stages but brought
them back in the third stage of their lives:

Participant 39: ‘I was born in Järvsjö where I lived until 1964…Then I moved to
Stockholm, because of lack of jobs. Lived in Stockholm and did military service…then moved
back to Vilhelmina in 1967 and I got a job offer two days after I returned and stayed for
three years. Then moved to Skellefteå for two years, and then back to Stockholm again.
Finally, I moved back to Vilhelmina in 1986 because of a job offer as sales manager and
now I’m retired and living in Järvsjö.’

Another participant gave a similar example and stated that he was born and raised in
Latikberg, had moved to Stockholm for work and spent 10 years there before
returning to northern Sweden and living and working in Storuman for a decade. He
had always perceived Latikberg as ‘his place’ and thus, had decided to move back to
Latikberg and work in Vilhelmina in 1985. In 1991, his partner migrated to
Latikberg (from Stockholm) and started working as a social worker in Vilhelmina. In
2018, both were retired but active in their community.
Two of the participants had never permanently left the community. One was selfemployed in the town, while the other commuted to a nearby community for work
but still actively contributed to their village. When the youngest participant was
asked why he had decided to bring his family to Latikberg, he explained that he was
born 18 km from Latikberg and attended the Latikberg school and thus, already had
a network of friends and connections in this community. They had previously lived
in Vilhelmina and Järvsjöby but preferred to raise their children in Latikberg, as one
major attraction (besides their network of friends) was ‘peace and quiet’.
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Based on the participants’ responses and their migration drivers and triggers (see
Figures 34 and 35), in-migrants to these areas each had a particular main migration
driver, such as a job or partner. However, it is necessary to acknowledge the role of
previous connections to the area in this process. As the youngest participant stated,
their decision to migrate to a particular community was based on their personal
experiences with the place and the community members. Having previously
established place attachment and a sense of belonging to these depopulating SPA
contributed to the in-migrant’s decision-making process, which was affected and,
consequently, determined by it.

Initial migration trigger

Lifestyle migrants
(2)

Default migrants (7)

- forming a family

- new job offer
- moving in with
partner

Figure 31Factors influencing migration and destination choice in Sweden: initial migration
triggers
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Selection of the destination region

Lifestyle migrants
(9)

- country
environment
matching ideal
lifestyle
- familiarity with
region

Default migrants
(2)

- no consideration
of region

Figure 32Factors influencing migration and destination choice in Sweden: selection of the
destination region

In comparison to the Australian case study participants, the Swedish participants
were more acquainted with the areas, as most had either used services in these
communities, operated their businesses in the area or spent most of their lives in
these communities. Therefore, when selecting the region, even those who found the
jobs in proximate, more urban communities such as Vilhelmina or Storuman
favoured their birthplace communities.
It was also found that the majority of these residents had never intended to leave the
area but were forced to due to a lack of job and educational opportunities.
Nevertheless, they stated that they always wanted to return to live in (specific)
depopulating SPAs. As Participant 38 stated, they always wanted to come back and
live in the place they liked, but only if they could find a job that matched their
education. Due to the in-migrants’ previous experiences in the depopulating SPAs, it
was logical to assume that they were aware of how difficult it can be to return
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without a job or to remain in the area if there are no jobs, given the existing isolation
and limited services and amenities:

Participant 38: Since I knew the area I was not expecting anything special. Though, I was happy
and grateful about the job and to live close to my parents. My dream was to start a family, but that
dream would have been the same even in another place [if he did not get the job].

The in-migrants’ expectations were based on their personal experiences as they
already had existing connections and networks in the area; thus, adaptation and
integration were not perceived as likely issues for these individuals. Additionally,
some had family members in the area, which contributed factor to their decisionmaking processes. While they clarified that the family was not the most influential
factor, it still played a role. The decision-making processes of the majority of the
participants appeared straightforward, as they planned to migrate back to the region
as soon as they found employment there.
Two participants had never permanently left the community. Once they retired and
closed their businesses, they focused on their hobbies such as carpentry and
organising various events and activities in the community. According to them, the
quality of life in depopulating SPAs was better than that in more urban areas.
Considering that their family members still lived in the area, they were hoping to
transfer these values to their grandchildren. This implied that their children had
returned from the more urban areas and settled in depopulating SPA communities
with their families. In addition, the participants felt obliged to create or contribute to
the creation of a viable and vibrant community for their families’ sake. They
believed that through their contribution, they could appeal to new in-migrants and
prevent the ‘village from dying’. They also mentioned that they felt more welcoming
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towards in-migrants and were interested in engaging in activities and events, as they
believed that these factors could contribute to the community’s revival.
Based on the participants’ responses, it was apparent that the majority of in-migrants
to these three communities had previous experience in depopulating SPAs. Besides
their previous exposure and connections to the area, other in-migrants stated that
their decision was based on a partner or employment opportunity, which qualified
them as default in-migrants.
Thus, previous experiences, connections and networks contributed to these inmigrants’ perceptions, ideas and expectations of the life in the depopulating SPAs.
For most, the decision to migrate was a conscious choice based on their personal
experiences. While their choices were deliberate, the possibility that these inmigrants will revaluate their decisions and leave these areas in the future cannot be
excluded. Drawing from the South Australian case study findings within Kley’s
framework, it appears probable that the in-migrants may reconsider their decisions as
their lives progress or in response to the consequence of changes in each place’s life
cycle and community dynamics.

4.3.2.2 How does the process of migration affect the landscapes of the
receiving depopulating SPAs?
The three communities in the Northern Swedish study—Latikberg, Järvsjöby and
Dalasjö—are categorised as depopulating SPAs. In comparison to those in the other
two countries, these communities have been officially excluded from formal placebased population statistics due to out-migration. Hence, it is understandable that
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these areas are depicted as ‘declining’, ‘stagnating’ or even ‘dying’. The following
examples show the extent of the decline and its effect on these communities:

Participant 39: Village was founded in 1782, back then there were only two households. Around
1940/1950 about 450 people lived in Järvsjö. Now there are about 90 people. I believe that people
first chose to move to Järvsjö because you didn't have to pay taxes in the 18th century [if you moved
to certain parts in Northern Sweden]. People had bigger families back then [not unusual with
8−10 children] so the inhabitants increased. Since there was no road until 1920 people couldn’t
move away as easily as well. A lot of people later on moved away due to the industrialisation. At
most there were 52 schools in Vilhelmina municipality. Now there are five.

Another participant stated that in the 1950s, Järvsjöby was Vilhelmina’s largest
village, with approximately 400 people. There were a number of smaller agricultural
businesses and forestry work was available. The participant explained that as time
passed, it became harder to pursue agriculture as a viable career and the businesses
were shut down. He remembered (when he had just finished school) that
approximately 300 people were unemployed, including him. He stated that once he
had turned 17, he visited the employment office and inquired about job
opportunities. He was offered a job in Stockholm and left immediately. His parents
continued running the family agricultural business until 1969. Reflecting on the past,
the participant said that there was only one business left in the area and even that has
since closed (Autumn, 2015). He also reflected on education, as he had attended high
school with 100 students from the area. According to him, during that time,
Järvsjöby had Pingstförsamlingen (which is similar to a church society), a
temperance society, the agriculture cooperation and Konsum (a local grocery shop).
A third participant shared of the history of Dalasjö:
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Participant 38: It was founded [in] 1771 by settlers, and the village expanded. At most, 170
persons lived in Dalasjö. Today there are about 100 people living there. His children are the sixth
generation on their ‘farm’. It used to be many agriculture-based businesses here. As most
communities, they had a store, a school, a community house [folkets hus] and a dancing place
called ‘silverdalen’ [that organised dances in the summer]. The school was bought by a
physiotherapist who ran their business for several years, but it’s now repurposed for the underage
refugee children without parental support. The store was closed in the 80s. In 1990 when my
children were young, I and some others started up a co-operative kindergarten, which is still
running [16 children attending]. In the last couple of years, I noticed that young people with
children buy old houses and renovate them. Now there is only one empty house in Dalasjö, but many
are interested in buying a house here.

These descriptive examples show the ongoing decline of stable and viable
communities to formally non-existent ones (according to the population-place
register). While it could be assumed that these places are non-viable and
deteriorating, this is not necessarily true. In the past three years (2015−2018), the
researcher observed in-migration to these communities and its effect on the
dynamics of these places.
Besides the demographic changes in these areas, it was possible for the researcher to
observe and capture (from the interviews, secondary sources and observations)
changes in the landscape of the included areas and to interpret them within the
developed framework. During the three-year period of study, it was apparent that
these places experienced changes that slowly reshaped the landscape and
transformed the profiles of these communities (consequently leading them to appeal
to different types of migrants, RQ3).
When the researcher inquired about migration-driven changes in the landscape,
many participants mentioned renovated houses and properties in their communities.
In addition, they reflected on the ongoing changes that had the potential to alter the
landscape in the future and to further deteriorate their communities. Some of these
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changes included school closure, reduction of services and facilities, exceeding
capacities of the village, limited opportunities and vague future potential.
The participants referred to changes across all three communities, implying that they
perceived the other places as extensions of their own community. Beyond the
expected visible changes to the infrastructure in these communities, it was found that
the communities share activities, spaces and events. Across all three communities,
the participants referred to the same spaces that were reshaped through in-migration.
They mentioned the ‘old school’, school, ski area, ski hut and renovated houses as
the places that had been reshaped through in-migration.
It was apparent that the changes in the landscape were driven by both in-migrants
and residents of these areas. Several of the long-term residents mentioned that the inmigrants brought positive change to these places and created new activities and
‘gathering spots’. The responses were similar across all three communities, showing
that in-migration was perceived as a positive change for depopulating SPAs.
Beyond changes that were triggered by the mere presence of the in-migrants, these
new people also contributed to maintenance of the area, organisation of various
events and development of new socialising areas. This was particularly visible when
Latikberg lost its ‘gathering spot’ (a local shop, post office and gas station). The
majority of the participants from all three communities mentioned it, as the previous
shop owner was from Järvsjöby. Even those in-migrants who came from South
Sweden said that it was a very important gathering spot for the all community
members (including those from the surrounding areas). Further, even the in-migrants
who had not participated or lived in the area during that period knew about it and
mentioned it to the researcher. It was also notable that when the researcher first
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arrived in Latikberg in 2015 as a part of the field trip with her peers and colleagues
(before it was decided that Latikberg will be one of the case study areas), it was the
place where local government officials waited for the group of researchers and
presented the area. One of the younger participants said that it was a ‘monument’
and a ‘part of the community’, even if it had been shut down, as that was the
gathering ‘fika’ spot for the majority of the population. One participant even stated it
was the ‘heart and the soul’ (‘hjärta och själ’) of the community. The residents of the
other two villages agreed that it was also a ‘gathering spot’ for them and they would
visit the shop or the post office and socialise with other community members.
Once the community had lost its ‘gathering spot’, the in-migrants suggested building
a ski hut that could be an alternative area for the community members to socialise.
Some participants mentioned various new activities that arose from the new inmigrants’ presence how they positively contributed to the community; examples
included the ‘walking group’, Mexican night and Zumba. They stated that the
community shifted its ‘gathering spots’ as the shop closed in an attempt to ‘maintain
the community spirit’. The community later founded a cross-country skiing club and
now (2018) gathers in a skiing hut in another part of the village. They also have a
snowmobile club, soccer practices every Monday night and other activities in the
‘old’ school during summer.
Therefore, due to the nature of these depopulating SPAs and their limited potential, it
was apparent that in comparison to South Australian case studies, the effects of inmigration are significantly lower and less visible. The reshaping of the landscape
was subtle and was generally visible through the interaction of community members
across all three places.
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While the South Australian case studies presented changes to the landscape through
cafés, businesses, renovated infrastructure and more frequent activities, the Swedish
case studies offered an overview of different types of in-migrant contributions to the
depopulating SPA’s landscapes. The changes were largely related to specific places
in the community, gathering spots, or to leisure activities that indirectly changed and
reshaped the landscape. One such place was the ‘yellow house’ in Latikberg, which
both residents and in-migrants highlighted as the first property that in-migrants
inhabit when they migrate to Latikberg. Several participants confirmed that they had
lived in the house and then relocated in later years. Examples like this prove that the
capacities, initiatives and preferences of the in-migrants to these communities differ
from those of the South Australian case study areas.
In the context of ‘gathering spots’, the majority of the participants from all three
communities referred to the Latikberg’s ‘spots’ or leisure-related ‘spots’. However,
they also mentioned a number of ‘important places’ that were relevant for their own
community members.
Figure 36 shows some of the places the participants mentioned, such as the ‘old gas
station, post office and the shop’ (A), the school (B), the hunting practice area (C),
the old school (D) and the lookout at the end of the village (E). Additional places
that were mentioned by some participants were the ‘yellow house’ in the main street,
the old factory, the farm and the church (where the community organise lunches).
Some participants also mentioned intangible or dispersed ‘gathering spots’ that
involved activities such as walking, skiing, snowmobiling or hunting. Additionally,
participants from Järvsjöby and Latikberg mentioned residents who were perceived
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as ‘community gatekeepers’. These individuals were considered relevant because
they made a continual effort to improve the lives of these two communities.

Figure 33Important gathering points for the residents of Latikberg and surrounding towns (
‘old gas station, post office and the shop’ (A), the school (B), the hunting practice area (C),
the old school (D) and the lookout at the end of the village (E) (Google Maps and MapFling)

While the importance of the old gas station/post office/shop (map point A) is
understandable because it provided multiple services in one location, the importance
of the school was not limited to only educating children in the community. It was
also a place that provided space for other community members to hold various social
activities, such as Zumba classes, Mexican nights, meetings and dances. The hunting
practice area (C) located outside the actual village was a very important gathering
spot for Latikberg’s previous and current residents. This was the place where the
hunting teams gathered and practiced their shooting before the hunting season began.
Previous residents joined these activities, as they did not join the hunting team in the
new location, but, rather, remained in the old one. Given that hunting is a very
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popular activity, belonging to a hunting team is a matter of ‘local pride’ and thus, it
was rare for the residents to change teams once they migrated. The team was a very
selective group, meaning that it might have rejected potential members if they may
not have been a ‘good fit’ for the team (even if the potential members lived in the
community and offered use of their land for hunting purposes in exchange for
membership).
The old school (D) was described as the summer ‘gathering point’ for local residents.
Many residents spent time there during summer because it is placed beside the lake.
While they mentioned it as a popular destination, participants also stated that they
could not meet there during winter because the building no longer had heating or
electricity. Therefore, during winter, residents relocated to the winter ski hut that
they had built soon after the shop closed.
The final marked point in Figure 36 is the outlook at the end of the village. This was
important as one participant stated that it was the place where one could see the area
that the first people migrated to in Latikberg (E).
While the Latikberg’s important places were clearly visible and marked, those cited
by the Järvsjöby participants were vaguer. One participant gave the researcher a tour
of the area and highlighted several important places in the community. Two were
houses, one belonging to local farmers and the other, abandoned. According to the
participant, the abandoned house was a part of a much larger farm in the past and
had deteriorated because the descendants of the family had moved to Stockholm and
would not be migrating back. The last place that was presented as important was the
ski slope area. The participants stated that this area was equally relevant for them as
it is for other proximate communities, as they organised local competitions during
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winter. According to the participant, the main organisational collaborators were the
community members from Latikberg and Järvsjöby. Similar responses were
provided by the participants from the other two communities, who mentioned that
their activities, initiatives and events were the result of joint effort from several
proximate communities and their members, who wished to provide a more vibrant
and dynamic atmosphere for residents.
Based on the information available, it was apparent that the borders and landmarks
were potentially misleading delimiters of these communities. As the participants
confirmed, the lives of these individuals were found to be interweaved on multiple
levels. While the effects of in-migration were subtler than in the South Australian
case study areas, so, too, was the potential of these depopulating SPAs. Considering
that these communities had almost no functional public infrastructure, it is
understandable that landscape changes were found to be limited to property
renovation and the social venues. However, through the evaluation of these places, it
becomes clear that although they were categorised as declining, they still attracted
in-migrants, who could reshape their landscapes (e.g., addition of ski slopes and a
skiing hut) through both their presence and community engagement. Thus, it is also
important to acknowledge the community cohesion that extended beyond the borders
of these depopulating SPAs and affected the dynamics of these areas and their
populations.
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4.3.2.3 How do differences between communities in depopulating SPAs affect
the characteristics of in-migration and the community’s development in
depopulating SPAs?
The third RQ attempted to explore the effects of in-migration to depopulating SPAs
in northern Sweden. Due to the diversity found within and among these
communities, the researcher’s expectation was that their community dynamics would
differ too.
It was expected that the residents of the three communities would present different
attitudes towards in-migration and its effects on these communities. However, the
majority of participants confirmed that an influx of in-migrants would be a positive
change. In fact, most participants stated that they would welcome future in-migrants.
There was only one participant who had reservations about that prospect. Upon
further inquiry, participants from Latikberg and Järvsjöby demonstrated high levels
of engagement and willingness to appeal to new in-migrants, while Dalasjö’s
residents showed less enthusiasm.
Considering that in-migration is generally considered a key requirement for
revitalisation of depopulating SPAs, the hesitance of some participants from Dalasjö
was unusual. These participants were asked why they did not necessarily see it as a
positive or feasible idea. Their responses contained two main themes: the limited
capacity of properties in the community, and previous semi-negative experiences
with in-migrants. The experiences in question took place in 2015, and involved
several underage children who were accommodated in the old school building, while
their asylum seeker status was processed, and were then enrolled in the public school
in Vilhelmina. The perceived lack of supervision and guidance for both children and
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residents about the situation created a divide and potentially affected the residents’
interest in the future in-migration driven changes.
The in-migrant who reported this experience was concerned that further in-migration
of a similar kind might be unfavourable to the permanent residents. The participant
explained that this was due to the challenges of extreme isolation combined with the
presence of young people who do not interact with or relate to other residents.
However, when asked about the community’s attitude towards other in-migrants, the
participant stated that the community was welcoming and would encourage other
types of migrants to migrate to the area.
By contrast, the participants from Latikberg and Järvsjöby gave very positive
responses when asked about relations between the existing community and new inmigrants. In addition to playing a perceived role in the revitalisation of the area,
these participants saw in-migration as a way to prevent further service reduction and
deterioration.
After the local government decided to close the school in Latikberg, a meeting took
place at which members of the community discussed how the school might be
preserved. One suggestion was that the building be repurposed as an educational
institution for asylum seekers. The facility had enough capacity that, hypothetically,
refugees could be brought to Latikberg every day for mandatory Swedish classes and
their children placed in the local daycare—also located in the school—during their
classes. Afterwards, the asylum seekers could commute back to Vilhelmina. This
proposal would allow the school to remain in use and thus, provide the community
with a venue for activities and events in the afternoons and evenings. The proposal
was ultimately rejected and the school was closed.
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Other demonstrations of willingness to encourage in-migration by the Latikberg
community might have appeared trivial; however, more than one participant
mentioned the ‘yellow house’ in the main street and its ‘important’ role as a first
place of accommodation for new arrivals. Several in-migrants who were interviewed
for this research stated that they had previously lived there. Also, during subsequent
visits to the community, the researcher found out that the house had been sold again
to a young in-migrant family with children. During the interviews the participants
mentioned several new in-migrants to the community and discussed the activities
they participated in, such as skiing and snowmobiling during winter. Older
participants mentioned that the younger in-migrants brought new events to the
community, such as the Mexican night ( community event introducing different
cuisines, music and culture). When asked about their impressions, many residents
responded positively and expressed their appreciation that there were new events
taking place in the community. It was likewise apparent that different groups
participated in activities that others—such as young in-migrants—were not
interested in, such as the walking group.
Participants from Järvsjöby expressed an interest in locating the owners of all
deteriorating buildings in the area to persuade them to advertise to potential inmigrants, thus attracting new people to the community. These participants even gave
a tour of the area and pointed out some of the better preserved houses that might
appeal to in-migrants, indicating their attitudes towards potential in-migration in the
future.
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Analysis of the comments from all participants shows that all three communities
were largely open to in-migration. As was apparent from the given examples,
different circumstances led to different attitudes towards in-migration.
While it might seem like Dalasjö is a negative example of a community that is not
open to further in-migration, that is not necessarily true. Based on the researcher’s
observation and participants responses it was possible to conclude that the location
of the SPA near Vilhelmina and its higher exposure to negative socio-economic
consequences originating from specific types of in-migration may have shaped the
attitudes of the residents and built up the resilience of the community members.
After subsequent inquiry, it became clear that initial response from these participants
reflected the current context and circumstances in which the community existed,
rather than their specific negative attitudes towards in-migrants.
When asked what should be done to support further in-migration to these areas,
responses included a list of required facilities such as schools, kindergartens, stores,
healthcare and better telecommunications coverage through to the claim that all
members of the community needed to sit down and think about the issues together.
The participants believed that the communities would remain the same, with a
similar degree of in-migration (even considering the closure of the Latikberg school).
One participant who agreed with this claim emphasised their belief that the
population would remain stable. Although some participants had a positive outlook
on the future potential of their communities, others expressed fears about
depopulation and decline, which they felt could lead to the death of villages and a
significantly reduction in the size of regional centres. They stated a desire to appeal
to ‘entrepreneurs with good ideas’, ‘families with children’ and ‘health
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professionals’ as potential in-migrants. Additionally, some participants specified an
interest in attracting well educated, intellectual in-migrants as they felt that it would
encourage positive community dynamics and more stimulating conversations.
Participant 39 explained the benefits of the in-migration through his own example
when asked which types of in-migrants they would like to see in these communities:

Participant 39: Entrepreneurs. People with new ideas. If the people that live around you are
committed the more committed will you be as well. When I moved back from Stockholm in the
eighties and was eager to start new projects, etc., some people were sceptical, almost angry with me,
'it should be like it always has been'. But I chose to go along with the people that were interested
instead.

Such examples suggest that although these participants depicted openness and
willingness to interact with potential in-migrants, some people still believed other
things could be done to improve the quality of life of people in their community.
Therefore, it could be assumed that these communities overcame the ‘resilience’ and
adapted to be welcoming towards in-migrants due to their history of isolation and
remoteness combined with the contemporary reality of depopulation in these SPAs.

4.4. Dubrovačko Neretvanska Županija (Lastovo and Korčula)
The Croatian case study presented a unique opportunity to explore the experiences of
communities on two isolated islands that are both undergoing depopulation and inmigration.
The island of Korčula is usually portrayed as one of the most highly populated
islands in the Adriatic Sea. Despite this, it is facing issues of depopulation, an ageing
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population and seasonal shift, each of which effect its development and
demographics. The island of Lastovo, on the other hand, has a unique historical
factor: it prohibited international arrivals for 40 years. This prohibition shaped the
island’s particular social context and community dynamics.

Figure 34Case study sites in Croatia (Kamp Vrbovica, 2009)

Although these two islands are very different in context, Lastovo cannot be observed
without also considering Korčula. Despite their functional differences, the
population of Lastovo is heavily reliant on Korčula for its everyday facilities and
services. Further, their communities and histories are interweaved, which is visible
even in 2019 through their interactions and dependencies on one another.
The researcher interviewed 18 participants across both islands (11 from Lastovo and
7 from Korčula), including residents and in-migrants, and experienced firsthand the
challenges of living on an isolated island. All interviews were conducted in Croatian
and then translated to English to allow for better comprehension of the data. While
the findings of this case study are more brief than those of the South Australian case
studies, it addresses the experiences of depopulating SPAs that face similar
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challenges to those in South Australia yet are completely different in demographic
and functionality. Both Lastovo and Korčula are considered declining communities
(according to the CBS,2011), although Korčula has recently experienced a minor
influx of in-migrants. Both islands rely on seasonality and receive a number of
seasonal migrants and tourists.
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Community
Population

Lastovo Korčula

CRO

792

5663

4,284,889

Male

51.71%

49.65%

48.22%

Female

48.28%

50.35%

51.78%

Median Age

44.4

n/a

41.7

Active in the labour force

421

4836

3,632,461

60.80%

47.91%

41.40%

n/a

n/a

n/a

28.97%

8.5%

8.04%

n/a

n/a

HRK 5,515

-

Employed

-

Away from work

-

Unemployed

Median income (household)

($1,174)

Family composition
-

Couple without children

-

Couple with children

-

One parent family

-

Other
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1636

1,215,865

33.89%

30.07%

28.63%

50.84%

55.01%

54.2%

15.25%

14.91%

17%

n/a

n/a

n/a

Figure 35Population composition of both Islands and Croatia

Lastovo is one of the most isolated islands in Croatia with a permanent population of
792 (including 137 commuters to the island). The median average age is 44.4 years
old. The main village on the island, also called Lastovo, has 350 permanent
residents. Of the 350, 181 are male and 169 are female. The majority of the
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interviews were conducted with people from this village. The three exceptions
resided in the settlements of Skrivena Luka (population 33) and Uble (population
222). The researcher interviewed 1 participant from Skrivena Luka and 2 participants
from Uble. There are 133 permanent households in Lastovo, 10 in Skrivena Luka
and 81 in Uble. According to 2011 census 286 households were identified as
permanent on the island, with average of 2.77 residents per household.
In 2011, 62 households on the island had only one member, 87 households had two
members, 51 had three members, 41 had four, 23 had five and 14 households had six
members in the household. There were only two households with eight members
each. In total, there were 236 families on the island of Lastovo. 75 residents were
married without the children, 5 stated they were a couple without children, 112 were
married with children, 8 stated they were not married but lived together and had
children, 28 stated they were single mothers and eight stated they were single fathers
(Croatian Bureau of Statistics [CBS], 2011a).
Of 792 residents on the island in 2011, 750 were Croatian. Minorities included
Serbians (11), Bosnians (11), Italians (5) and Germans (3). There were only seven
residents from other backgrounds.
Based on the 2011 census, 256 residents of Lastovo were employed, of whom 149
were male and 104 were females. A total of 61 residents were unemployed,
including seven who were entering the workforce for the first time and 54 that were
looking for reemployment. A further 371 residents qualified as economically
inactive. This number included 231 retirees, 31 people primarily occupied in running
a household, 76 students and 33 other residents (CBS, 2011a).
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The 2011 census data, as shown in Figure 39, shows that the majority of Lastovo’s
population is aged between 40 and 74 years. The lack of a more elderly population
may be explained by the need of sufficiently elderly residents to migrate to the
mainland to access healthcare and support services.
Age

Total No.
of
residents
63

Lastovo

Pasadur

S.Luka

Uble

Zaklopatica

18

8

4

21

12

10-19

93

29

10

8

33

13

20-29

98

39

11

5

24

19

30-39

74

25

12

1

28

8

40-49

109

34

15

4

44

12

50-59

127

66

8

8

32

13

60-69

93

52

17

2

16

6

70-79

87

51

14

1

17

4

80-89

46

35

5

n/a

6

n/a

90-99

2

1

n/a

n/a

1

n/a

100+

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

TOTAL

792

350

100

33

222

87

0-9

Figure 36Population of Lastovo divided by age groups (Source: Dubrovnik-Neretva County)
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Healthcare facilities and infrastructure are scarce on Lastovo, as shown in Figure 40.
The only health-related facility on the island is a pharmacy that is not visible as has
limited opening-hours (see Figure 40). Instead, all of the major health facilites are
based on Korčula. Although Korčula services both islands, the residents of Lastovo
still need to travel 1–2 hours by boat for any medical attention. If a Lastovo resident
needs to see a medical specialist in Split, the closest major city, then they would be
faced with a trip of approximately 3.5–5 hours by ferry or catamaran. Further, the
direct ferry and catamaran to Split leave Lastovo only twice per day—at 4.25 am and
4.30 am. If a resident needed to reach Korčula first, the number of ferries would
increase by two.

Figure 37 Available health-related facilities on Korčula and Lastovo (Source: DubrovnikNeretva County).10

Limited transportation options are an issue for the younger population as well, as
Lastovo only offers restricted educational opportunities (Dubrovnik-Neretva County,
2018).. There is only one educational institution on the island, a primary school for

10

The numbers listed on the icons do not indicate the number of facilities available on the island.

Each facility is identified by a number and colour. This includes pharmacies (green) and health
centres (red).
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children up to 14 years old. After that age, parents have the option to either send
their children to Split, Dubrovnik or Korčula to pursue further education. This
indicates that a significant proportion of youth leave Lastovo at the age of 14 and
start semi-independent lives in more urban communities, potentially commuting
home for weekends and holidays.
While the people of Lastovo are faced with a lack of services and infrastructure, this
does not extend to wireless internet access. As shown in Appendix 2, the island has a
high level of wireless internet coverage. Internet access is available to residents at
speeds of both 30 mbps and 100 mbps, which is particularly good for the country.
However, physical internet infrastructure is almost non-existent on Lastovo (see
Appendix 2). Despite the availability of internet services, 288 of the residents stated
that they did not know how to use it and 313 stated that they are not aware of how to
compose and send an email.
A limited proportion of the population was engaged in education in 2011. 13 of the
792 residents were enrolled in preschool education, 58 in primary school and 41
were attending high school. Only 46 residents were attending university or pursuing
higher education. The remaining 688 residents were categorised according to their
highest level of education attained (see Figures 41 and 42) (CBS, 2011a).
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TOTAL

688

No education

3

1-3 grades of basic education

6

4-7 grades of basic education

55

Elementary education

163

All

350

Industrial and crafts vocational schools, occupational schools lasting 1-3
176
years and schools for skilled and highly-skilled workers
Figure 38Population of Lastovo aged 15 and over, according to highest level of completed
education and gender (Source: CBS, 2011a).

TOTAL
Secondary education
- Technical and related vocational schools, occupational schools
lasting 4 years or more
- gymnasium
Higher education

688
146
28
163

All
111
- non-university colleges, faculty levels and professional studies
49
- faculties, art academies and university studies
57
-Master’s Degree
4
-Doctorate
1
Figure 39Population of Lastovo aged 15 and over, according to highest level of completed
education and gender (Source: CBS, 2011a).

Korčula is more developed than Lastovo and other surrounding islands. Despite this,
it is also faced with a declining and ageing (or ‘grey’) population. In 2011, the island
had 15,522 permanent residents (CBS, 2011a). Although it is administered by
Dubrovnik-Neretva County, Korčula does not have a direct transport line connecting
it to the city of Dubrovnik. Instead, it has direct lines to Uble (on Lastovo), Split and
Orebić.
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As shown in Figure 43, the municipality of Korčula had 5,663 residents (and 901
commuters) in 2011 divided among five communities: Čara (616), Korčula (2,856),
Pupnat (391), Račište (432) and Žrnovo (1,368). Other municipalities include Blato
(3,593), Smokvica (916), Lumbarda (1,213) and Vela Luka (4,137). The median age
on the island is 43 years. Blato is divided into two communities, Blato (3,570) and
Potirna (23). The researcher visited all four municipalities and some of the smaller
communities, but unfortunately due to time limitations could not recruit many
participants. The majority of participants were from the town of Korčula with the
exception of two from Blato. Out of 5,663 residents in Korčula Municipality, 2,812
are male and 2,851 are female.

MUNICIPALITIES
Blato
- Blato
- Potirna
Korčula
- Čara
- Korčula
- Pupnat
- Račišće
- Žrnovo
Figure 40Population of Korčula and Blato Municipalities in 2011 (CBS, 2011a).

3593
3570
23
5663
616
2856
391
432
1368

The number of permanently inhabited households in the town of Korčula in 2011
was 1,041 and 1,150 in Blato. While the census does not offer specific data
concerning the town of Korčula in 2011, it was possible to access data for Korčula
Municipality as a whole. At the time of the census, there were a total of 2,009
households in Korčula Municipality. Of these, 454 households had only one
member, 540 had two members and 349 had three members. A further 428 had four
members, 156 had five members and 63 households had six members. Beyond this,
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13 households had seven members, four households had eight members and two had
nine members. The median number of household members was 2.78.
In 2011, there were 1,636 families in the municipality. This included 452 married
couples with no children, 40 non-married couples with no children, 843 married
couples with children, 57 non-married couples with children and 244 single parents
with children. The number of single parents was made up of 202 mothers and 42
fathers.
Out of 5,663 residents in Korčula Municipality, 5,422 were Croatian. Other
nationalities that were represented included Serbians (56), Albanians (27), Bosnians
(19), Montenegrins (19), Germans (11), Slovenians (10), Macedonians (5), Italians
(4), Hungarians (3), Czechs (3), Austrians (1) and Poles (1). An additional 27
residents stated that they belonged to another other nationality.
Korčula

Čara

Pupnat

Račišće

Žrnovo

0-4

Total No.
of
residents
274

130

47

17

17

63

5-9

270

140

29

7

17

77

10-14

283

133

33

18

28

71

15-19

326

164

37

27

34

64

20-24

365

171

36

34

21

103

25-29

335

175

41

15

22

86

30-34

370

189

52

16

22

91

35-39

321

163

36

24

26

72

40-44

330

176

27

24

24

79

45-49

396

209

44

25

26

92

50-54

429

200

38

38

39

114

55-59

466

251

38

35

33

109

60-64

432

220

38

30

35

109

65-69

228

118

22

15

17

56

70-74

287

139

33

21

30

64

Age
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75-79

250

127

26

20

23

54

80-84

154

74

25

16

6

33

85-89

107

57

13

6

10

21

90-94

28

15

1

2

2

8

95-99

8

5

n/a

1

n/a

2

100+

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

5663

2856

616

391

432

1368

TOTAL

Figure 41 Population by age and gender in Korčula Municipality (Source: CBS, 2011a).
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Excluding commuters, 2,317 of the 4,836 residents of Korčula Municipality over the
age of 15 were employed at the time of the census. Of the remaining residents, 413
were unemployed—46 of whom were seeking to enter the workforce for the first
time 367 who were seeking for reemployment—and 2,104 were not economically
active. Of the latter 2,104 residents, 1,150 were retired, 279 were primarily
responsible for their household, 435 were students, 240 were categorised as ‘other’
and two were listed as ‘unknown’. Among the population currently attending an
educational institution, 130 were of preschool age, 446 were enrolled in primary
school, 253 in high school and 254 were pursuing higher education.
There are eight educational facilities on the island of Korčula: 5 elementary schools
and three high schools. All three high schools offered both academic and vocational
programs for their students. Despite this, many students from Korčula elect to go to
Split or Dubrovnik instead of staying on Korčula to attend high school. Unlike
Lastovo, Korčula also has more healthcare facilities: 2 pharmacies, two retirement
homes and three medical centres (see Figure 40). Two of the latter are public health
centres and one is a special hospital for medical rehabilitation. The difference
between Lastovo and Korčula may be explained by the status of Korčula as the urban
centre for Lastovo and other surrounding islands.
Figure 45 shows the well-developed wireless internet coverage on Korčula.
Although speeds of 30–100Mbps are rare, they are present in the bigger communities
on the island. Cable-based internet infrastructure, however, is still quite scarce and
under-developed.
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Figure 42Internet availability on the island of Korčula (Source: Dubrovnik-Neretva County).
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4.4.1. Exploratory sequential case study design in Dubrovačko Neretvanska
Županija (Lastovo and Korčula)
While many Croatian islands struggle with depopulation and its consequences, not
all communities were suitable for case studies. Lastovo and Korčula were the most
appropriate and feasible examples of SPAs. The researcher’s attention was directed
to these islands by other scholarly literature about the areas. Initial contact with
residents was established through the use of a snowballing method. This involved
people from nearby islands and the mainland reaching out to their acquaintances and
friends on Lastovo and Korčula to recruit contacts and promote the research. The
researcher also advertised the research using social media and VICs located on the
islands, which proved to be helpful during the recruitment process. In addition to
offering information about the communities, VIC employees also provided useful
contacts. This did not necessarily lead to interviews, but were an effective way to
raise awareness about the research and make it easier for interested participants to
make contact. The researcher was also interviewed by a local radio station that
supported the research and invited members of the community to contact the
researcher if they were interested.
The recruitment process in Croatia was quite different in comparison to the processes
used in Sweden and Australia. While potential participants in Sweden and Australia
preferred to be contacted first by phone or email, and would make all arrangements
prior to the interview, it was quite different in Croatia. Most participants were
recruited over the phone, and then sent additional information by email, but only
several agreed to be interviewed. Most of the interviews were instead arranged when
the researcher came to the community. They required additional flexibility and a
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relaxed approach. Meeting times for interviews in Australia and Sweden were
concrete and organised in advance, whereas Croatian interviewees treated prior
arrangements as flexible. For example, arriving 20 minutes late was considered
acceptable, as was attending the interview simply to advise that a participant could
no longer take part because of prior commitments. The same leniency applied to the
location of meetings. While in South Australia and Sweden most of the participants
preferred to meet in the privacy of their own homes, most of the Croatian
participants suggested meeting in public spaces. These included meeting for coffee
in a local café, or by a swimming pool or beach. The researcher accounted for these
differences during interpretation of the results.
Initial recruitment was followed by semi-structured interviews with participating
individuals. Croatian participants preferred a longer introduction and a certain
amount of small talk before the official start of the interview than did Swedish or
Australian participants. They used the opportunity of small talk to confirm the
information provided previously, address any concerns and ask questions about the
research. Several participants were recruited during interviews with other
participants. Because of the public setting of these interviews, on several occasions a
participant saw a friend or acquaintance, stopped the interview, introduced the
researcher and recruited the participant. In some cases, participants from Lastovo
would even reach out to their friends and acquaintances on Korčula and recruit them
for the researcher. The researcher would then follow up and arrange an interview.
This approach was enabled by the presence of strong community networks and the
immediate credibility afforded by an introduction or recommendation. In that sense,
the recruitment process in Croatia was more like an immediate chain reaction than
the gradual process that took place elsewhere. This led to 18 interviews in total.
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Once the researcher finished the fieldwork and analysed the data, it was necessary to
include the visual data and the stories that were told during conversations with locals
and participants (as per Figure 46). Helpfully, some community members kept in
touch with the researcher and offered additional information about changes that
occurred after the researcher left the island.

INTRODUCTION:
Identification of the most
appropriate case study
areas.
PHASE I:
Inclusion of visual data
and stories.
PHASE I:
Research regarding the
community in academic
and grey literature,
especially in similar case
studies.
PHASE I:
Development of
contacts in the
community,
identification of
'gatekeepers', use of
ethnographic tools for
further context
analysis.

PHASE I:
Recruitment using a
snowballing method.

PHASE II:
Use of complementary
quantitative data and
descriptive information to
support analysis.

PHASE II:
Confirmation of
claims—what is the
empirical evidence to
support claims or to
distinguish between
competing claims?

PHASE III:
Interpretation of findings
and conclusions arising
from the case study.

PHASE I:
Analysis of data.

PHASE I:
Conduct of interviews
using exploratory
sequential design
techniques.

Figure 43Exploratory sequential case study design for depopulating SPAs in DubrovnikNeretva County.
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4.4.2. Research questions for Dubrovačko Neretvanska Županija (Lastovo and
Korčula)
4.4.2.1 How diverse are drivers of migration to these places?
The majority of the participants from Lastovo and Korčula were between 29 and 44
years old (8), followed by participants in the 15–29 age group (5). There were four
participants aged 45–65 and only two participants over the age of 66. Out of the 18
participants, 6 had a high school degree and 12 had higher education degrees.
However, only 10 of these graduates worked in their area of expertise or jobs that
were partially related to their education.
As in the previous case studies, these in-migrants had a previous connection to the
area where they in-migrated. While some stated that connection to be the driving
force in their decision-making process, in other cases their reason came up during the
interviews. Interestingly, some of the in-migrants said that they developed an
attachment to their new home by spending a vacation on one of the islands.
However, in these cases the participants mentioned later that they had a connection
to the area through a parent who was employed on one of the islands or similar.
Thus, previous experiences and existing connections to the area had a positive
effected on in-migration to these depopulating SPAs. When asked about their
motives and drives for migrating, most of the in-migrant participants gave one
primary reason for deciding to migrate to the island. However, during the interviews
it became apparent that the driver was usually a combination of previous
experiences, job opportunities and existing ties to the area. For some, the main driver
was a desire to go back to the islands and enjoy the relaxed lifestyle as part of their
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third stage of life. For others it was employment opportunities, family ties or a
romantic partner who lived in the area. As the interviews progressed further it
became increasingly apparent that migration decisions were a consequence of more
complex factors and interactions that had occurred previously in the lives of the
interviewees.

General rural migration motivation

Counter-urban
lifestyle (3)

- desire for country
lifestyle

Default (15)

- employment
- family ties
- partner

Figure 44Factors influencing migration and destination choice (general rural migration
motive) of in-migrants to Lastovo and Korčula.

While these in-migrants and some local residents mentioned the financial challenges
of life in a depopulating SPA, it appeared that the most important drivers of
migration were family, partners and jobs. Some participants had met partners who
lived on the islands, which triggered their decisions to migrate, but even in these
cases there was usually a prior experience of the community or the place. Several
participants stated they either spent their summers on one of the islands or were
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raised nearby, so migration to these communities was not considered a significant
change for them.
One participant stated that their reason for coming back to the community was
‘spite’ aimed at the current community, as they were disappointed by the lack of
community efforts and engagement to improve the place and living conditions. The
participant later explained that they were born and raised on the island (Lastovo), but
had spent decades moving around before deciding to return. They wanted to come
back ‘home … because that’s your place’ and to transfer their experience and
knowledge to the community by opening a business. When the business proved not
to be very successful, this participant decided to also work at a VIC. Another
participant met their partner while they were visiting family on the island and then
moved to the island with their partner and got married after graduating from
university. A third participant stated that they came to the island during their
vacation and met their partner, who was a local. The main motivation they gave for
migration was love and employment. It was important for the participant to have an
emotional balance, but they did not want to give up their career.
A fourth participant stated that the main reason for returning to Lastovo was that
they ‘always wanted to move back…and [they] always knew [they] wanted to live
there’. The participant went through additional education to find a job on the island,
and was prepared to requalify and spend extra time in an urban setting. This
participant stated a desire to provide their children with similar experiences of
growing up on the island, that they felt would be inaccessible on the mainland. A key
theme mentioned by several participants was a feeling of freedom in these
communities that urban areas were perceived to lack. When asked about the events
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that triggered their migration decision, the majority stated that it was meeting their
romantic partner. Whether the partner had been offered a job on the island or already
lived there and were unwilling to migrate elsewhere, intimacy proved to be the main
trigger for migration for these participants, all of whom were women.
Other migration triggers identified by participants included the opportunity to start a
business, graduation in the case of younger in-migrants and job offers from
businesses on the island. For one participant the main reason for coming to the island
(Lastovo) was an obligation to continue a family tradition and run their family’s
business, while another identified retirement as the trigger for beginning the next
stage in their life. However, other than one in-migrant, even participants who had
business opportunities and job offers largely originated from the island. In
comparison to those with strong and direct connection to the islands, such as those
who were raised on the island, had already developed place attachments and senses
of belonging, as well as networks and relationships with other residents, in-migrants
who migrated for their partners tended to have weaker and less direct connections to
their new home. For instance, they might have visited the island often, might have
family on the island, or might have developed a place attachment and networks
without actually living on one of the islands.
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Initial migration trigger

Lifestyle migrants (8)

- retirement
- business opportunity
- graduation
- lifestyle change

Default migrants (10)

- job offer
- moving in with partner
- family business

Figure 45Factors influencing migration and destination choice (initial migration trigger) of
in-migrants to Lastovo and Korčula.

The mobility of the in-migrant participants was very noticeable. There were several
reasons for this mobility: the individual flexibility required to migrate from an urban
setting to a depopulating SPA and form a family, or flexibility when it came to
changing occupation because it would allow going back to the participants ‘roots’
and ‘home’. In comparison to the in-migrant participants in the Australian and
Swedish case studies, some of the Croatian in-migrants relocated to depopulating
SPAs even if without job offers, simply because they wanted to be with their
partners. While the Swedish in-migrants expressed desires to go back to their roots,
their drive to take action was conditioned by the availability of jobs that would
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match their level of education. In the Croatian case, the same was not always true.
By consequence, one of the islands was home to an in-migrant with a Master of Arts
in political science and German linguistics who ran a non-government organisation
facility for the elderly population. Another in-migrant had a Master of Arts in social
sciences, comparative literature and Italian language who worked in a primary
school as a teacher and part-time librarian. All of the in-migrants who relocated for
their partners had at least a Bachelor of Arts and were younger than 40.
Considering their previous knowledge of the area and the main triggers for
migration, when the reasons for selecting a region were discussed many participants
just stated they were acquainted with the region and their choice was clear. Same
applied to their expectations and sense of belongingness. Many felt like they were
well integrated in the community, while for some it was a compromise as they knew
that their partner would never leave the place.
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Selection of destination region

Lifestyle migrants (14)

- no knowledge of the region
- familiarity with region

Default migrants (5)

- no knowledge of the
region

Figure 46Factors influencing migration and destination choice (Selection of the destination
region) of in-migrants to Lastovo and Korčula.

One participant stated that it would be easier to live somewhere else, as they had
migrated from a large urban centre and were well travelled. For this participant, it
was sometimes hard to find a place in the community on the island (Korčula),
considering the limitations of life in an SPA. Additionally, the knowledge that their
child would eventually have to leave the area for educational purposes affected the
participant’s attitude towards life on the island. Despite these misgivings, outmigration was not an option for them as their partner was not interested in leaving or
abandoning the family business.
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Other in-migrants expressed different attitudes when discussing their senses of
belonging and their places in the community. One participant stated that they liked
the feeling of living in a small place because they felt more comfortable and freer
they did in the urban centre where they previously lived. Another participant stated
that the island lifestyle and the ability to dedicate their time to activities about which
they cared made a difference. Even in cases where in-migrants were fully aware that
their children might lack access to certain services, the lifestyle benefits
compensated for that loss. For some, their new home fulfilled personal dreams they
had as children or they expected to be able to provide a higher quality of life for their
own children than they would be able to in more urban areas. Additionally, some inmigrant participants were actively contributing to their communities in the hope of
creating more suitable lives for their children in terms of extracurricular activities
and events. Therefore, it could be assumed that regardless of similar migration
drivers, migration decision triggers and life-stages, these in-migrants had
significantly different migrant experiences once they migrated to the island.

4.4.2.2 How does the process of migration affect the landscape of the
receiving depopulating SPAs?
In the Croatian case study, it was apparent that in-migration triggered new activity in
the community that led to the changes in the landscape of these areas. One of the
participants complained that the community lacked educated residents and experts in
various fields who could drive change in the community. At the same time, other
participants told the researcher about the local primary school teacher, mentioned
previously, who had a Master of Arts in comparative literature and Italian language.
The participants also described another primary school teacher with a Master of Arts
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in Italian and Czech language. Both of these teachers taught Italian and worked parttime in these schools. The eight other participants who in-migrated to Lastovo and
Korčula, mostly women, all had university degrees. These women had Bachelor’s
degrees in education; Master’s degrees in economy, law, social sciences,
comparative literature, foreign languages and political science; and even Doctorates.
In addition to knowledge and skills, these in-migrants brought activity and change to
the both islands. Because their priorities tended to revolve around providing families
and children with lifestyles of their choosing—instead of limiting them to already
existing ones—they contributed to development of new activities in the community:
language classes, new sports, choirs, traditional dances and community engagement
opportunities. It is likely that these in-migrants have the potential to become leaders
in these communities, as they pursue ideas of better opportunities for future
generations. The introduction of new activities resulted in changes to the landscape
and social dynamics in these communities.
New activities and events have led to the development of alternative ‘gathering
spots’, such as school meetings, sporting teams, cultural performances and meetings
in the ‘old village’, or even the development of a ‘camping site’ for incoming
tourists. An influx of tourists has encouraged the creation of new businesses that
operate during the summer and that cater for tourists who are willing to explore the
island and the remains of its military infrastructure (Lastovo). Considering this, the
changing dynamics in these communities can be attributed to the recent waves of inmigration, including seasonal in-migrants and returning migrants.
During the interviews, participants who had been on Lastovo for a significant time
shared stories of their youth and changes in the communities due to changing
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demographics. For example, the locals used to gather in a spot called Prijevor (
village square) at the end of the day. More recently, that role was usurped by local
coffee shops. While some people still try to maintain the tradition, most of the
younger population has adapted to new traditions and has different ideas about
socialisation. Some of the participants who had spent their childhood on Lastovo
said that people from smaller settlements would gather at Prijevor because so many
other people did so, and this allowed them to discuss the daily events every evening.
These participants stated that, at the time of the research, the young population was
dispersed between several coffee shops. They identified this as a cause of reduced
cohesion within the community.
The space in front of the local grocery store was another gathering spot. While the
researcher was exploring the area in an attempt to see more of Lastovo upon first
visiting the island, she saw that the elderly would gather in front of the shop in
afternoon and discuss current events. Although this location was not identified by the
interviewees, the researcher observed that this was a highly authentic depiction of
how a place might be significant for members of the community. As such, the
researcher decided to mark it and present it in this research.
The researcher was also given a tour by one of the participants, who drove her
around the narrow streets of Lastovo and described the summers the participant spent
on the island as a youth. Their story made the entire village sound more vibrant, and
suggested that the young population was more mobile than it might be in more urban
areas—even other places on the island.
One participant told a story about how, as a child, they would sit along the port in
Uble and gather at the end of the day—similar to the gatherings at Prijevor.
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However, in comparison to Prijevor, he stated that it was mostly younger people who
would gather at the port. It was the main gathering spot for the young people from
that side of the island, but by the time of the interview it had become less visible and
relevant for subsequent generations. Young people still gathered in the area, but they
were more mobile now—sometimes they would even commute to Korčula on
weekends to socialise with their friends and peers.
The changes that took place on the island of Korčula were different. As an
established tourist destination, it seemed like the main town was vibrant and
dynamic during summer. However, in discussion with the participants, it became
apparent that many of the in-migrants and residents largely avoided the ‘old town’
during this time due to an overwhelming number of tourists. All of the interviews
were either organised outside of the old town, or during participants’ breaks at work.
Instead of meeting in the old town, many participants suggested meeting at the local
swimming pool. The swimming pool was where the majority of locals went during
summer due to its combination of nearby beaches, the pool itself and also coffee
shops. The participants preferred to meet away from popular tourist areas as it
allowed them to be interviewed in a familiar area where they could easily continue
socialising after the interview. In some cases, the location allowed participants to
oversee their children while they participated in various activities.

While participants mostly discussed significant locations in the context of the past,
most of the interviews took place in these same gathering spots—on both Lastovo
and Korčula. While the original purpose of the gathering spots was no longer
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relevant, their legacy as places of socialisation remained as new coffee shops
emerged nearby.
There was a great deal of integration between different settlements and sub-regions.
For instance, it was apparent that residents from all over the island of Lastovo would
come to the township and socialise with other residents. However, beyond the
necessary connections stemming from isolation, it was apparent that the
contemporary residents of Lastovo and Korčula had developed attitudes of
collaboration and support for each other. It was not uncommon to see residents of
Korčula supporting the residents of Lastovo or attempting to help them when
necessary. Additionally, while the physical boundaries between these places were
difficult to cross, compared to those of the other case studies, the researcher heard on
several occasions that the young population from Lastovo would go to Korčula
during weekends and socialise with their counterparts on the other island. This
implies that, even in the cases like this, communities in depopulating SPAs do not
share the same perception of the distances, mobility and the isolation as visitors or
outside observers might.

4.4.2.3 How do differences between communities in depopulating SPAs affect
the characteristics of in-migration and the community’s development in
depopulating SPAs?
The Croatian case study showed similar results to the other two case studies. Profiles
of these communities were developed based on factors including the challenging
recruitment process and the unique types of isolation that defined the islands.
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Some participants described their first experiences with these communities and,
through their examples, discussed the difficulty of starting a new business or feeling
fully integrated in the community. While all respondents stated that the community
was welcoming and friendly towards in-migrants, in-migrant participants explained
that it was challenging to establish connections when they first arrived.
One participant shared a story of her first trip to Lastovo that illustrated how peculiar
depopulating SPAs can be for new arrivals. The participant was sent to the island to
oversee staff employed by their company. Given the remote nature of the island, it
was not possible to commute to and from the island each day. Instead, it was
necessary for the participant to stay overnight each time and catch a boat the
following day. However, at one point local police who had to go to the island offered
the participant a ride. Accepting the offer, the participant expected to arrive in Uble.
Surprisingly, the police dropped them off in the much smaller town of Skrivena
Luka, 8 km from their intended destination and with no local bus service. Another
surprise was the other passenger, a tax inspector sent to the island to see if the local
businesses had correctly implemented a new taxation system. Upon arrival at Uble,
the tax inspector immediately went into a coffee shop and ordered the owners to
close it. By the time the participant arrived at the township of Lastovo, all of the
town’s businesses had closed for the day—no one wanted to be fined or closed down
by the tax inspector. The participant compared it to a seashell that would close as
soon as anyone got close and attempted to interact with it. Examples like this
demonstrate that these places each have unique dynamics that cause them to function
differently to other rural areas.
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Despite these unique dynamics, once in-migrants had migrated to the island they
found the community to be welcoming and open towards them and their ideas.
According to one participant, it was fairly easy to find a job once after arrival on the
island. All of the activities the participant wanted to initiate were welcomed by the
other residents. Another participant stated that they had been encouraged to migrate
to the island. Once they did they, immediately felt fully integrated and joined local
groups and initiatives. One of the participants from Korčula stated that they had the
support of the local government when they showed interest in starting a business on
the island. Because of this official support, the participant and their partner had been
on the island for 10 years at the time of the interview and had no intention to leave.
A fourth participant migrated to the island for their partner, but also felt fully
integrated and confident that they could find a job on the island after graduating
(Lastovo). Their partner, another participant who was born on the island, was offered
a job on the island before graduating, which resulted in moving back to the island to
establish a career. This participant said that, although they were both encouraged to
stay, they would leave the island at some point as they did not see long-term
prospects there.
In comparison to the positive experiences reported by these participants, another
participant reported feelings of displacement due to their personal situation. After
separating from their partner, this participant was stuck on the island (Korčula) and
had to reorganise their entire life. Without connections to the island other than their
children, the participant felt out of place and isolated from the community. Even
before the separation, while the participant was employed, had a partner and family
on the island and was actively participating in community activities, they still felt
displaced due to the knowledge that they would be living on the island permanently.
281

In a similar way to one of the interviewees from Dalasjö, this participant experienced
a lack of stimulating conversations and a desire to socialise with more people outside
of the community. Other participants likewise mentioned feeling displaced because
they stayed on the island and felt isolated from the community.
The participant who had returned to Lastovo because of ‘spite’ described feeling like
the community would not allow any change, and that all of their efforts to improve
businesses and living conditions on the island resulted in failure or complaints from
community members who wanted to keep things as they were. Despite these
frustrations, when the participant was asked why they remained, they responded that
the island was home, and they still cared about the place and local community.
When asked about the future and the role in the community in improving these
communities, participants provided mixed responses. Some felt that the community
had potential due to the influx of young people, others felt it was a bad community in
which to realise ambitions and run a business. The more positive respondents wanted
to encourage further in-migration because they thought it would reflect positively on
the population and dynamics of these communities. This theme was particularly
relevant to participants who were parents of school children—the child of one
participants was about to start the 1st grade in 2016 and there were only three
students in class. In 2018, the researcher found that there were 24 children on the
island attending the kindergarten (Lastovo). The more negative respondents felt that
the situation would remain static, as the financial and isolation challenges were too
difficult for most potential in-migrants. All participants on both islands mentioned
the necessity of improved transport, infrastructure and services as important for the
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growth of the community. They also mentioned health professionals, young families
and entrepreneurs as the types of in-migrants they saw as the most beneficial.
However, as in the other two case studies, in-migrant’s saw the community as the
primary enabler of the positive changes that were, in kind, driven by in-migration.
Even the participants who expressed negative attitudes about the community and its
willingness to support change or in-migration admitted that the community itself was
the key to enabling this process. The in-migrants who had positive attitudes towards
their communities perceived themselves as contributors in this process and, during
interviews, would list various initiatives and activities that the community was
providing for its residents. The purpose of these initiatives and activities was retain
residents and also appeal to potential newcomers. Statements like this implied that
the in-migrants in question felt fully integrated in the community and wanted to
improve the lives of the other community members for the sake of a better future in
the area.

4.5. What is the role of mobility in this process?
The role of mobility as a factor affecting the transformation of depopulating SPAs
has already been established. Mobility has an effect on rural restructuring and
change in these places. Through this, it plays a role in the lives of rural residents and
communities that receive in-migration.
The researcher has reported the thoughts of in-migrants in three depopulating SPAs
in regards to ongoing in-migration, the challenges of long distances, commuting and
proximity to services and amenities. These were essential themes to consider as the
most prominent obstacles facing depopulating SPAs include isolation and
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remoteness. The researcher also explored the consequences of increased mobility,
isolation and different levels of mobility, perceptions of borders and any limitations
that in-migrants were yet to overcome.
Mobility plays a central role in processes related to in-migration and migrant
experiences—neither would be possible without it. Mobility enables the interplay of
places, existing communities and in-migrants. This was reflected in the responses
given by participants in all three case studies.
Whether discussing education, jobs, perception of distances or the everyday lives of
in-migrants, it appeared that Bell and Osti (2010) were correct. In-migrants
experience an increased level of mobility in every part of their lives. This increased
mobility is visible in the ability of in-migrants to overcome physical spaces and
borders, as well as moving between places in their everyday lives, but it is also
reflected in new technologies, jobs, transport and the ability to work from afar. These
developments are beneficial for depopulating SPAs as they become more accessible
to influxes of younger and more affluent individuals, which previously would not
have been possible. Before such advancements, it was not uncommon to see ageing
in-migrants returning to their original homes once they retired. However, the new
circumstances allow the wider population to make the same movement towards rural
areas, which they perceive to enable preferable lifestyles. The low barriers to entry in
these areas are appealing to potential in-migrants who hope to experience a new
lifestyle or specific setting, or those who wish to start a new business. Depopulating
SPAs can provide these opportunities.
Depopulating SPAs represent a unique destination in that they offer very few things
to potential in-migrants besides a rural lifestyle. However, these in-migrants also
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benefit from an increase in mobility that allows them to organise their lives around
this lifestyle and function in a global setting thanks to technological advancements
and improved transport. One participant expressed this aptly:
Participant 59: The communication revolution is definitely contributing to these
communities … if my friends in Germany get the same information, at the same time, from
the same media as I do … when I woke up this morning, I briefly skimmed over Spiegel
newspaper website, and my friends do the same thing … while I don’t watch TV really, it’s
important to know that the same information is available for everyone no matter where I
am (and I can access it).

In exchange for access to the perceived rural idyll, higher quality of life and cheaper
lives, these in-migrants are confronted with limited services and amenities in
sometimes deteriorated, ageing and declining communities. Although it sounds
daunting to settle in these places, many of the participants originated from these
areas. The decisions they made were based on past experience. During the course of
the research, the researcher realised that many of the in-migrants who categorised
themselves as default or lifestyle migrants were returning migrants. Their previous
exposure and connections to these places contributed to their decisions to settle in
these areas. Although confronted with certain limitations and the isolation of
depopulating SPAs, for many of them it was like ‘coming home’ after living in more
urban areas. These in-migrants demonstrated increased levels of mobility even prior
to their in-migration to depopulating SPAs, as their previous experiences revealed
that they had originally migrated in search of jobs and education far before coming
back to these communities.
When these in-migrants encountered opportunities to come back to the area, many
opted for lives in depopulating SPAs instead of living in more urban settings. For
example, participants had chosen to in-migrate to the Swedish town of Latikberg
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rather than the regional hub, Vilhelmina, due to a preferable lifestyle and a
perception that there was a more balanced lifestyle in such areas. The daily commute
to work was not perceived as a major issue, as they believed that the quality of life in
depopulating SPAs would compensate for the decreased access to shops or other
services. Additionally, many of the participants had already established networks and
relationships in these areas, which was another contributing factor in their decisionmaking processes.
As these in-migrants already presented increased levels of mobility, it was also
apparent that they were more flexible and compromising in comparison to urban
populations. For them, isolation and remoteness were not perceived as limitations,
but as enablers of ‘freedom’ and ‘space’. Despite this, they did acknowledge that it
would be easier to have access to certain services. Another characteristic that proved
the flexibility of these in-migrants was the downscaling of their jobs or the drastic
changes in their careers required to live in depopulating SPAs. While there were
certain in-migrants that would only relocate if an appropriate job was available,
many did not mind changing their careers for life in depopulating SPAs. Therefore, it
was not uncommon to see a qualified engineer trying to start a new business in one
of these communities, a theatre director or teacher running a local restaurant, or the
individual with a Master’s degree working as a part-time librarian in the local school.
While some in-migrants sought to fulfil their aspirations or preconceived
expectations of rural life, for others it was an opportunity to get away from urban
life—'I wanted to get away from it all’, said one participant. Others decided to retire
and devote time to their hobbies and interests. Some volunteered, others decided to
contribute to nearby communities and support their activities and in one case a
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participant decided to simply dedicate more time to carpentry. The flexibility and the
visible ease with which these in-migrants made their decisions to migrate or change
jobs do not necessarily reflect an impulsive nature. These decisions are not made in
the spur of the moment, but instead are a result of long decision-making processes.
As one participant explained, it is a long process that involves much of selfreflection, foresight and awareness of external conditions.
The same participant represented an unusual case in that they decided to significantly
downsize their farm and out-migrate from the depopulating SPA (Mid North Region,
SA). The farm had been the main family business for generations, but the participant
understood that climatic conditions had worsened since their grandparents and
parents ran the farm. The participant recognised the struggle and did not want to
continue working in unfavourable conditions. Additionally, their children already
left the area in pursuit of educational opportunities, which led the participant to
decide that there was no life for them in the area anymore. Thus, they decided to sell
the farm and move closer to their children. Based on the out-migrant’s stories, a
childhood spent in the SPA was filled with various sports and events that were
organised among different proximate communities (see the Hallett News in
Appendix 4). The participant felt like the spirit of the community was gone and that
there was no sense dwelling on the long-lost past. Instead, they sold their farm,
moved on and started another project elsewhere.
Although the previous example dealt with out-migration from a depopulating SPAs,
it provides another example of mobility in action. The departure of this individual
and the change in the ownership of their now fragmented property affected the
community and the landscape of SPA. In addition to being one of the oldest families
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in the area and owning a large farm, the participant’s family had also been active
members of the community who participated in numerous local events and
initiatives. The participant’s partner had been employed in a healthcare role at a local
hospital and the children participated in sports and activities before they left the area.
Further, the family regularly commuted to a nearby community to access necessary
services and education. The effects of their departure were disappointing for some
members of the community because they recognised the contribution the family had
made and had a personal interest in the revitalisation of the area. Besides the loss of
valuable community members, the family’s departure would also become visible
once they left the farm. If they failed to sell the property before they left, it would
mean one more empty house in the area and new fragments of land.
The presence of increased mobility for both in-migrants and out-migrants implies
that mobility itself is a fundamental part of these communities and inseparable from
the other dimensions affecting depopulating SPAs. As decisions to leave these areas
are not uncommon, communities in SPAs have learned how to cope with these
changes. The ability to adapt to new circumstances makes these communities
resilient and more dynamic in comparison to other rural areas. Although resilience
might seem like a negative trait in reference to increased mobility and the dynamics
of these communities, resilience is a primary reason why these communities are
capable of readjusting to new circumstances. When faced with in-migration, outmigration, deterioration and decline of existing services these communities have the
capacity to readjust. As these processes have been ongoing for the lifespan of many
of these communities, their residents have a very different perspective on inmigration and its effects than might be suspected. Residents of depopulating SPAs
are already used to increased mobility and limited services in these places, so the
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loss of another service does not affect their decision to stay. Although population
decline is affecting these communities and turning them into ‘dying villages’,
participants in this research largely reported that they could not perceive a significant
difference. As stated by one participant: ‘It’s not [a] noticeable difference … because
people moved in since then. Before, we had 180 people… [now less]’.
When it comes to the reshaping of depopulating SPAs through in-migration
processes, it is important to note that the residents of these areas shape the places and
communities around them. With any influx of the new in-migrants these places will
develop distinguishing characteristics depicting different levels of resilience,
deterioration and appeal to certain types of in-migrants. Their activities and
proneness to encourage or discourage in-migration will depend on the community
members and their attitudes towards the perceived changes it will bring to the
community. However, even communities that show passive resilience and negative
attitudes towards in-migration are affected by mobility. Despite the presence of
negative attitudes these communities still experience in-migration as a consequence
of certain markers (e.g., the cheapest place in the state).
In light of the increased mobility of in-migrants and residents in these communities,
shifts in the dynamics of these areas are inevitable. No matter how subtle or
temporary, mobility still contributes to reshaping process in these communities and
the depopulating SPAs in which they are found.
In-migration opens the doors for the many projects and ideas that in-migrants might
bring with them. In the case of the local businesses, in-migration can result in
improved business or add to an area’s appeal, making it more interesting for other
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visitors. In-migration can also position the community as more vibrant in
comparison to others and more appealing to subsequent in-migrants.
Mobility can also have negative effects. It is not an inherently positive process for
depopulating SPAs and their communities. As elaborated in RQ2, increased mobility
can temporarily contribute to perceived ‘growth’ and ‘revitalisation’ in an area.
Some of the projects that follow this shift will persist and others will fail, but it will
still contribute to changes in the dynamics of a place or community. The legacy of
these projects might be visible in the community even if the project failed and the inmigrants involved left the area, leaving the visible traces of their attempt. The
community might interpret it as a failed attempt and show their disappointment
through resilience when the next potential in-migrant starts another new project. This
adaptation is usually described as a community’s resilience towards change and
openness towards new in-migrants. However, it is more probable that the community
members are observing the pattern of various projects that are never established and
feel like they should not make an effort if the latest in-migrants will leave again.
However, one thing is indisputable. Mobility connects these places and communities
to the rest of the world more effectively than ever before. Several participants stated
that they easily found their properties online although they did not know much about
the destination communities. Some performed an online investigation of the place
and confirmed that it was a suitable community they were interested in, but others
just came to see the property and decided on that basis to migrate to the area.
Therefore, it is not only the interactions between in-migrants, communities and
places that are different due to increased mobility, but also the connections between
these communities and the outside world.
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While previously the residents of depopulating SPAs would commute to the most
proximate urban area (such as Umeå, Dubrovnik or Port Pirie), the researcher found
during the interviews and fieldwork that the residents of depopulating SPAs
preferred commuting directly to big urban centres like Stockholm, Split or Adelaide
despite the extra distance. Due to improved transportation and the availability of
airplanes and catamarans, it is easier, faster and sometimes cheaper for these
residents to commute to bigger urban areas. In addition, the residents of these places
perceive distance differently to urban populations. It is not uncommon to commute
60 km or more for work, and this is not perceived as an issue. Travelling to a nearby
community during the hunting season just because the in-migrant belongs to that
hunting club is perfectly acceptable, and the same applies to a range of other
activities. It is not uncommon to hear about the sports events in Jamestown,
regardless of where one lives in rural South Australia, or to encounter a sports team
that is made of the residents of several communities.
Other than the role of the coffee shop and post office as gathering spots among the
communities of Latikberg, Järvsjöby and Dalasjö, other participants from this area
mentioned that in winter they all gather in Järvsjöby because that is where they built
the ski slope. These communities also benefit from the Latikberg ski club, an
organisation that is very active and important. Along with the case of Prijevor, these
examples suggest that regional gathering spots are reshaped over time and adjusted
to the preferences of the community. In the Swedish example, once the ‘heart and
soul’ of the community had been lost, residents actively decided to find alternative
locations as they understood the significance of such places for community cohesion.
When confronted with the closure of the Latikberg school—another important
landmark for these communities—the community still wanted to maintain the only
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public space that provided a venue for various activities and events. The residents
even suggested using the space as educational institution for asylum seekers,
partially in an attempt to keep it open, although that idea was rejected. Luckily, there
was already a range of other activities in the community that allowed them to focus
on those that remained, such as skiing and snowmobiling.
The boundaries between places do not mean much in this context either. In the
context of the case study areas, distance is a relative concept. One participant stated
that they would regularly travel 45 minutes in one direction so that their child could
have a playdate with other children from the area (Sweden). When the researcher
asked about how time consuming that was, the participant responded that it was
always like that and so they did not perceive it as an issue or an obstacle to quality of
life. The responses in all three case studies indicated that physical boundaries are
usually more relevant for external observers than for the local population. The
residents and in-migrants in these areas perceived their communities as separate
places with strong community identities but, at the same time, felt that services,
infrastructure, activities and events were shared among them. The limitations,
isolation and remoteness of depopulating SPAs contributed to the creation of
networks between these communities that overcame existing administrative and
physical boundaries.
The examples described thus far depict the incorporation of mobility into the
everyday lives of residents and in-migrant. Mobility transcends the borders of these
places and offers outlets for every aspect of their lives. Another example is that of a
participant who lived in Latikberg at the time of the study and was very engaged in
the life and activities of the community, but who would still spend every Friday in
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Vilhelmina having lunch with her former colleagues. During the weekends her
family would participate in one of the activities available, such as skiing, hunting or
fishing depending on the time of the year. In addition, she was an active volunteer
who commuted to Vilhelmina several times a week to participate in various activities
and do her grocery shopping. Even visiting her family in Stockholm was
straightforward, as she lived near two accessible airports.
It could be assumed that life in a place like Latikberg could be challenging and
isolating, but from examples like this it became apparent to the researcher that these
in-migrants do not feel challenged by the isolation or distance—quite the opposite is
true. It provides them with their idea of life-balance and offers their preferred
lifestyle. As previously stated, the isolation and the remoteness are perceived as the
enablers of the ‘freedom’ and ‘space’ in this context.
From these examples and participants responses it is evident that mobility transcends
the physical borders of these areas and changes spatiality within them. These
communities interact on a number of levels, ranging from family connections and
shared facilities to core values and inter-community groups. The links between
communities overcome physical borders or shared roads, as their population interacts
on a regular basis through numerous activities and events. This leads to the increased
mobility, as these in-migrants and residents commute and interact regularly for
different reasons.
However, the concept of the mobility in this context also calls for the evaluation of
immobility as a negative side-effect. Besides the stigmatisation and high exit barriers
that exist in these areas, some communities are struggling with the reduced capacity
of their communities. In these cases, the owners do not sell the houses or live in
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them, which leads to deterioration of the area and further reduces in-migration. This
would imply that mobility is limited to the residents and in-migrants, while the place
itself lags behind and continues to deteriorate.
By rephrasing the RQ as ‘How do we capture and evaluate the effects of the mobility
in depopulating SPAs?’ instead of ‘what is the role of mobility in this process?’, it is
possible to more effectively interpret this complex multifaceted dimension. By
positioning this matter in such way, it would be possible to clearly distinguish the
visible and invisible impacts of mobility on SPA, as well as further inquire about the
effects that will drive any future changes in the dynamics of these areas and their
communities.
As an overarching dimension that allows for a dynamic environment, mobility acts
as the enabler of in-migration to these areas. It allows out-and-in-migration, changes
the place and the community, and helps to shape the migrants experience. Mobility is
present on number of levels in these processes and has the potential to contribute to
bursts of activity within them. This might imply that mobility can be utilised to
achieve ideal outcomes when it comes to in-migration, but it should also be
acknowledged that it can have positive and negative outcomes. Migration as one
example of mobility in action has the potential to open up new opportunities for
depopulating SPAs through ongoing bursts of activity, but can also limit them or
even, sometimes, have severe negative consequences on the communities. This is
seen most strongly in the after-effects of these bursts. As was visible from the
responses of in-migrant respondents, migration in one direction and then the other
was a natural process in the different life-stages of some individuals.
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Some in-migrants explained that they would not mind migrating again if the right
opportunity arose. Even participants who were content with their communities and
jobs stated that if the life circumstances changed they would be willing to migrate
again. In the South Australian case study, it was apparent that once the place or the
individuals progressed to the next stage of their life, they developed an interest in
onward migration. For one of the participants the main driver for migration was a
potential business opportunity in a different state, while for the others it was the
feeling of living in an ‘empty nest’ once their children left the home. These decisions
were informed by a combination of important life events, progression to new stages
of life and the suitability of communities for these new life-stages. Some displaced
in-migrants stated that they were rethinking their decisions to relocate as they felt out
of place but could not afford to leave the area at the time of the interview.
Depopulating SPAs are complex in terms of evaluating the migration effects on these
places and communities. They appeal to particular types of in-migrants, offer very
scarce services and amenities, and have limited opportunities and capacity for the
potential in-migrants. Using migration processes as a lens for assessment of decline,
improvement or revitalisation can be misleading, as in-migration to these areas is not
yet fully understood. However, this research found that mobility not only redefines
the borders of these communities and attracts different in-migrants with different
ideas and migration drivers, but also interacts as a major dimension (and factor) in
the development of potential futures for these areas. All results reflected the role of
mobility on some level, whether it was through discussion of place, community, inmigrants or their experiences. This led to one conclusion related to mobility as the
overarching dimension in migration to depopulating SPAs: as a form of mobility,
migration alone is too frail, temporal and inconsistent to be considered a key to the
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recovery or revitalisation of these areas. It cannot stop or fully prevent ‘turnover of
residents’ in these areas. Additionally, the increased mobility of in-migrants and the
residents of the depopulating SPAs demands further research concerning the concept
of decline in these areas, how it relates to the return migration of former residents in
later stages of life and what potential it has for the future of depopulating SPAs.

4.5.1. The effects of mobility through visual ethnography in the depopulating
SPAs
This section documents the photographs that contributed to the researcher’s
understanding of these depopulating SPAs, their contexts and their dynamics. All of
the photos were taken between 2015 and 2018 once the researcher had decided to
utilise a visual ethnography methodology to enrich the collected data. The ensuing
documentation attempted to capture the dynamics of these depopulating SPAs and
capture moments in time that demonstrated change in these places driven by inmigration.
Figure 50 depicts Lastovo, the largest village on the island of Lastovo. The island
has a population of 800, but the village Lastovo has a population of 350.
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Figure 47View of Lastovo, Croatia, 2016.

Figure 51 shows the historical legacy of Yugoslavia, of which Croatia was once part.
The facade of the building is deteriorated, and the researcher could not determine if
there was a permanent resident in the building during her stay. The writing on the
wall translates to say ‘Long live Democratic Federal Yugoslavia’. Democratic
Federal Yugoslavia was formed in 1943 by the Anti-Fascist Council for the National
Liberation of Yugoslavia with the aim of changing the power structure in
Yugoslavia. Its founders sought to create a state that would equally represent the six
South Slavic republics—hence the neutral name.
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Figure 48Writing on a building wall on the island of Lastovo, 2016.

Seeing a reference to Democratic Federal Yugoslavia in 2016 came as quite a
surprise. It is very rare to find such proclamations in public spaces in the twenty-first
century. While on the island, the researcher was told by several participants and
locals that the population of the island remained divided by political views.
However, during the recruitment and interviewing process, none of the participants
expressed strong political views. While the researcher observed many deteriorated
houses in the older part of the village, there were also newly renovated private
homes and rental apartments. The significance of this image is that it captured a
piece of history that was important at a given time but now largely invisible.
Additionally, due to its isolated history, small population and slowly emerging
tourism industry, it can be expected that the residents of Lastovo will not continue to
maintain signs like this.
The following photos (see Figures 52 and 53) were taken in July 2018, during
Croatia’s peak tourist season. They depict the emerging tourism industry (sailing
boats in the background) on the island of Lastovo. Tourists are attracted to a range of
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features including a new campsite near Uble, summer festivals, old military
infrastructure and preserved natural spaces. Many of these tourists bring sailing
boats.

Figure 49Emerging tourism on the island of Lastovo.

Figure 50Hand-drawn landscape artwork on one of the abandoned houses on the island of
Lastovo.

Taken together, Figures 54 and 55 show the discrepancy between new and old,
abandoned infrastructure on the island. While Figure 54 depicts a recently renovated
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private house (surrounded by other renovated summer or rental homes), Figure 55
shows abandoned infrastructure in one of the villages. From the sign it is apparent
that the lower level used to be a shop at some point, while the upper floors were
military boarding house facilities. At the time the photo was taken, the entire
building seemed to be abandoned.

Figure 51Renovated house on Lastovo.

Figure 52Abandoned infrastructure on the island of Lastovo.

While it seems like Lastovo was slowly opening up to new opportunities and the
community was open to tourist activities when the photos were taken, there are
certain challenges preventing a larger influx of tourists. These include unreliable
public transport, dependence on erratic weather conditions and steep transportation
prices to and from the island. In addition, the only hydroplane company in the area
shut down in 2017, which meant that travellers have since been forced to rely only
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on sea transportation. As previously mentioned, direct connections to mainland are
quite scarce and sometimes the residents have to catch connecting lines once they
reach Vela Luka on the island of Korčula, from where they catch the connecting boat
to Split. During the peak season—June, July and August—this trip might take up to
eight hours (e.g., if the boat from Split is arriving late and therefore, the entire
schedule has to be changed).
By contrast, Korčula is a prominent tourist location in Croatia, but it still suffers
from a declining and ageing population. Although it is usually described as a
‘thriving island’ it still experiences some of the issues related to island life. Figure 56
shows the township during summer. While the high season attracts temporary
residents and brings a vibrant atmosphere, the island is quite different in winter. In
the course of her interviews, the researcher encountered both a population that leaves
the island during the winter and a population that lives on the island throughout the
year. Both groups mentioned positives and negatives, but had different reasons for
leaving or staying. However, when the researcher returned to Korčula in September
2017 and waited for the morning bus, she was told by a local that it would ‘show up
at some point, you have to be patient’. The researcher ultimately waited for over 30
minutes. This was not an inconvenience, but it was interesting to observe changes in
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the dynamics of the place and community as soon as the high season slowed down.

Figure 53View of Korčula township.

302

Figure 54Streets of Korčula township.
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Figure 58 is a photo taken in 2018 that depicts handwritten notes in the emergency
room at the health centre in Korčula. The purpose is to translate local expressions for
foreign doctors and medical staff that are placed in Korčula but who are not familiar
with the island or region. Staff described it as a quick integration tutorial. The notes
include words like hammer, stroke, unconscious, ‘let’s go’, necklace, recover, burp
and trash, and are usually used to describe the state of the patient or the
circumstances leading to an injury.

Figure 55Handwritten notes for the new staff explaining words and phrases used by locals,
at a health centre in Korčula, 2018.
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Figure 56Terowie street signs.

Figures 59 and 60 show the South Australian town of Terowie. Although it looks
abandoned, it is still inhabited. In 2015, Terowie was one of the cheapest places to
buy property in South Australia and had a population of approximately 130 people.
The town has experienced population decline and has struggled to attract migrants
due to a low socio-economic profile and stigmatisation of the community. While
properties are cheap and for sale, very few in-migrants stay for a significant period.
However, Terowie has a historic value and was once one of the most important
railway communities in South Australia. Once railway operations shifted to
Peterborough the community started suffering from population decline.
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Figure 57Terowie (2015).

Figure 58New businesses in Terowie (2018).

In her past two visits, the researcher saw some signs of activity in the community.
While in the 2013, the building exteriors were deteriorated and the pub was closed,
the community and the in-migrants were socially engaged and keen to make changes
in the community. After 2013, the researcher failed to reach out to many participants
and the ones who were contactable were no longer living in the community.
However, it seemed that the grant the community was applying for in 2013 to help
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with renewal of the museum was spent on exterior renovations. Some houses and
closed businesses appeared to have been freshly painted and had signs listing them
for sale. For a community that was proclaimed as the cheapest community in South
Australia in 2013 and depicted as the place where a buyer could buy a house and
10 acres of land for A$29,000, this seemed like an improvement.
Figure 62 is two photos taken in 2018 that show some of the new businesses and
activities taking place in Terowie despite the departure of previous in-migrants. In
the past year a new art gallery had opened as well as a new museum. Also, there
were volunteers running the VIC and museums in the town.
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Figure 59New businesses and activities in Terowie, 2018.

Figure 63 shows signs of activity in these communities, and also shows the former
‘community café’ from 2013. At that time, it was a gathering spot for new inmigrants and was operated by volunteers.
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Figure 60Old ‘community café’ in Terowie, 2018.

When the researcher came back in 2015, the café had closed and the researcher could
not reach out to any of the volunteers that had been involved in running it in 2013.
Over the next two years, the researcher returned several times to Terowie to see if
there were any substantial changes in the community. While during that period it
seemed like the place was stagnating, with several houses advertised for sale, in
2018 it seemed like the situation had improved slightly (Figure 64). The former
community café was now a private residence and there were some signs of new
activities in the main street, such as galleries, renovated buildings, a railway and new
museums appealing to passing tourists.

Figure 61Terowie (2018).

Hallett, one of the proximate communities near Terowie, was depicted in 2013 as a
promising community that made conscious efforts to attract new migrants to the
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area. Although the community applied for grants during the subsequent years and
had a website that reached out to potential in-migrants and community members who
wished to participate in community events, several houses in the main street were
advertised for sale when the researcher visited again in 2018 (see Figure 65).

Figure 62Advertised houses in Hallett (2018).

The situation can change suddenly in these communities. While in 2017, most
houses that were put up for sale were located in Terowie, one year later there were
few properties for sale in Terowie but three houses for sale on Hallett’s main street.
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Paradoxically, in 2018 the Hallett gas station (see Figure 66) and local shop opened
again after 2.5 years. As a result, Hallett had a hotel, post office, shop and a gas
station again, none of which prevented residents from leaving the area.

Figure 63Hallett gas station (2018).

The store in Hallett (see Figure 67) is one of the few gathering spots in the
community, and the couple running it had lived in the community for over a decade
as of 2015. In 2015, they decided to retire and sell the shop but they opened it once
more in 2018. After reopening the store, however, they resided between Adelaide
and Hallett while one permanent employee ran the business for them.
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Figure 64Local Shop and the Gas station in Hallett.

Figure 66 is a picture of Latikberg, a small community in northern Sweden with a
population of approximately 50 people. Latikberg was the first community that the
researcher selected as a case study in Sweden. During her first visit to Latikberg, the
first thing the researcher saw was the abandoned gas station (see Figure 68).
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Figure 65Latikberg.

Figure 66Gas station in Latikberg.

Upon arrival, the researcher met with local government representatives and was
given a tour of the village. However, the first impression stuck with the researcher
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and she immediately knew she wanted to work with this community. Once that
proved to be a feasible option, recruitment started. During initial interviews the
researcher found out that the abandoned shop attached to the gas station was the old
gathering spot, or ‘the heart and the soul’ of the community (see Figure 70).
Originally, the site included a coffee shop and post office, and everyone gathered
there on Saturday mornings—including people from surrounding communities. Once
the owner passed away, it was hard to find replacement. There were several potential
buyers, but they were either advised against it or they concluded that the shop was
too small (ICA). Also, considering that everyone was employed in other nearby
communities, they also did their shopping elsewhere, rendering the shop itself
redundant. However, the feeling of community and connectedness was missed.

Figure 67Closed shop in Latikberg.
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Despite these signs of decline, there were some signs of activity and in-migration.
Figure 71 shows some signs of in-migration. It depicts the yellow house that was
sold to a young family by recent in-migrants who had just moved into a different
house within the community.

Figure 68Yellow house in Latikberg.

Examples like these show the effect that increased mobility is having on
depopulating SPAs. Based on the snapshots, stories, mementos and photos captured
using ethnographic methodologies, it is apparent that these depopulating SPAs are
undergoing transformations of various kinds. From the stories that accompany the
photos, it is also apparent that certain changes or in-migration were not as visible as
might have been expected. While in some communities the changes were visible and
striking, in others it was hard to even notice them unless a local shared additional
information.
In addition to visible changes in the landscape of these depopulating SPAs, the
researcher managed to capture evidence of a burst of activity prompted by inmigration as well as the period before this in two different communities. While the
activity in question might seem insignificant to an observer, in the context of these
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communities it indicated both new waves of in-migration, along with changed
dynamics within these communities.
The less visible changes were more like those implied by Figure 56 (Handwritten
note on the island of Korčula). The image of the dialect notes for new staff at the
health centre implied an influx of in-migrants that could potentially go without
notice. The written phrases on the pieces of paper indicated that new doctors (or any
other health professionals) were unlikely to be local or from the region. The odds are
that the average person from other parts of Croatia—especially in the north—would
not be able to comprehend the expressions or understand the dialect unless they had
some previous experience in the region. This suggests that there was an influx of inmigrants from the wider area to the island, and that might indicate a change in the
dynamics of the community.
As noted in this case, the value of memorabilia like this is that they capture change at
a particular time and place. The researcher was lucky for the assistance of
community members who would reach out and inform her about changes underway,
keeping the researcher informed between visits. Without the benefit of a camera and
time spent in these communities, however, the researcher would likely miss out on
many of these moments. These moments could potentially include triggers for
change, processes of momentum that differentiate the bursts of activity from postburst lethargy, or the invisible places and changes that would not be noticed or
captured at all.
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5. Discussion
5.1. Introduction
The aim of this thesis was to examine in-migration to depopulating SPAs in three
countries, using a ‘mobilities’ framework that considered in-migration effects on the
migrant, the place and the community. The research has been conducted over a
period of five years in three countries to understand how in-migration is experienced
in different depopulating SPAs with a focus on population decline. During this
research process the researcher attempted to capture and explain the dynamics of the
included areas on both tangible and intangible levels. The RQs centred on the four
dimensions of migration (place, migrant experience, community and mobility) and
discussed the diversity of the depopulating SPAs, the effects of the migrants on
communities and places, and the role of mobility within the framework.
Throughout the candidature period, this research has extended far beyond its original
framework and led to new understandings of depopulating SPAs and their futures.
By extending the scope to investigate three different types of depopulating SPA,
including one prolonged overview of changes—the South Australian case study—
and two shorter ones—Sweden and Croatia—it was possible to overcome some of
the theoretical limitations: temporality and changeability.
By looking at different types of depopulating SPA it was also possible to elaborate
on the similarities and differences among participants in similar or different contexts.
The observation of these differences started from recruitment up to the actual
interview. Subjects of analysis included attitudes and experiences of participants in
relation to rural life, expectations and perceptions.
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This research design consequently led to a different approach for linking the
literature review to the content of the dissertation. Of the many possible factors
playing a role in migration, the researcher identified a concise interplay of four
dimensions that affect and are affected by migration, as a form of mobility, in
depopulating SPAs.
Beyond acknowledging the specific dimension-related research gaps in the context
of depopulating SPAs, the researcher attempted to generate a functional framework.
This framework would be directly linked to the researcher’s results and findings
instead of relying on multiple approaches, theories and ideas related to rural research
literature. The existing literature addresses many aspects of rural migration and
provided sufficient materials for further inquiries but is still lacking when it comes to
differentiating between sub-types of rural areas (Bijker et al., 2012; Eimermann,
2015; 2016; Elshof et al., 2017; Gkartzios et al., 2017; Hedberg and Hanndrikman,
2014; Hedlund et al., 2017; Milbourne, 2007; Niedomysl and Amcoff, 2011;
Stockdale, 2014; 2016; Vuin et al., 2016).
Further, the literature usually takes in-migration as a way to encourage revitalisation
of SPAs. This usually involves tackling issues of decline and stagnation. There is an
common preconception with decline and stagnation as the two primary, interlinked
factors that are prominent issues in depopulating SPAs and that require resolution
(Peters et al., 2018). Solutions to these issues are usually presented in the form of
growth strategies, or case studies of revitalised areas that succeeded in resolving
these issues. However, the fallacy of such an approach is that it fails to acknowledge
that any given snapshot of a community is not necessarily a reflection of the situation
in the community over a longer period. These proposed solutions also fail to account
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for the diversity of depopulating SPAs. These factors limit the replicability of such
strategies and revitalisation attempts.
The researcher encountered scarce literature on the topic of depopulating SPAs.
Firstly, the simple disconnect in how the rural is interpreted as a concept presents a
significant challenge for rural researchers (Gkartzios et al., 2017). Categorising all
types of rural movement as a singular general rural migration requires the reevaluation of this term and an acknowledgment of the existing diversity among rural
areas (Peters et al., 2018). Some of the research gaps were directly related to
migration, the processes and effects of which remain poorly understood. Migration is
a complex phenomenon, and there is not currently a unifying theory that addresses
the diversity of migration typologies. There are still gaps related to the understanding
of decision-making processes beyond those already established in terms of the
motivations, drivers and triggers of migration.
The literature on in-migration to general rural or higher amenity areas (HAA) is
sufficiently and well elaborated in the literature. These moves are explained as
lifestyle decisions, amenity led migration, sea or tree change, or consumption-led
and leisure-oriented decisions that individuals make at the certain stages of life
(Connell & McManus, 2011; Grimsrud, 2011; Kley, 2011; Mitchell, 2004;
Stockdale, 2014). Even so, depopulating SPAs specifically are still not well
researched when it comes to distinctive types of in-migrants and their motivation.
There is not sufficient literature dealing with the motivations for in-migration to
depopulating SPAs, which are notable for lacking services and natural, aesthetic and
recreational amenities.
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Additionally, while the literature has focused on international migration in terms of
adaptation, return migration of refugees, mental conditions and health of
international migrants and the recruitment and retention of health professionals
(Patten et al., 2015; Hedlund et al., 2017; Eimermann, 2017), there has not been
much scholarship concerning in-migrant experiences in depopulating SPAs. The
gaps in the existing literature demand further investigation on this topic along with
the development of more sophisticated approaches that aim to understand migration
and its consequences by considering the context, capacity, challenges and
changeability of these places. According to Milbourne (2007), ‘we’re still missing
the bigger socio-spatial picture’ when it comes to depopulating SPAs, rural and
remote areas.
Available literature on this matter, including this dissertation, offers an overview of
the current situation in the chosen communities. The snapshot encompasses changes
taking place in the given moment but cannot truthfully indicate future changes or
emerging patterns.
The limited timeframe and small population samples of the case studies undertaken
for this research limit the extent to which broad conclusions can be applied to other
rural communities or depopulating SPAs. Therefore, although the available research
provides a degree of insight into these areas, it is still limited within a certain
timeframe and should be evaluated as such. It is necessary to understand that these
places are functioning systems in their own rights. They are affected by internal and
external changes and are in a constant process of change. This change effects all
involved parties—in both tangible and intangible ways—and requires perpetual
revaluation.
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One of the major themes that emerged through this research was dynamics, in terms
of community, place and migrants themselves. The interplay of these three dynamic
dimensions, enabled by a fourth—mobility—has the potential to create pathways for
different potential futures for these places, along with the communities and migrant
experiences that exist within them. The mobility of migrants affects perceptions of
remoteness and amenity level in these areas, which consequently shapes migrant
experiences and potentially encourages others to stay or leave.

5.2. Findings
Observation of the three depopulating SPAs on a small scale revealed a high level of
diversity among them. There was a diverse range of in-migrating populations
including educated young women migrating to remote and isolated islands, returning
migrants who had spent most of their lives in urban centres before returning to their
roots, international migrants that found the comfort in depopulating SPAs, displaced
migrants, escalator migrants and pre-retirement migrants. All participants were
categorised into the same four groups of in-migrants to lower amenity areas that
were previously used by Vuin et al. (2016) in their analysis of in-migrants to South
Australia. While all the participants were categorised as different types of inmigrants—the counter-urbanite, lateral rural lifestyle seeker, default and displaced
in-migrants—the researcher was surprised by the similarities among the countries
and profiles of the in-migrants.
Assessment of the motives, triggers and drivers of migration for most of the
participants confirmed pre-established concepts and drivers that are documented in
the existing literature on rural migration. However, their expectations,
preconceptions and ideas differed from those of in-migrants to HAAs. Due to pre-
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existing connections, upbringing, visits or networks in the area, many of the
participants had realistic expectations of life in the case study areas. Their decision
was usually determined by ideas of a better life, retirement or life balance, a finding
that agrees with the literature. However, the presence of pre-existing connections to
the area implied that, in most cases, the depopulating SPA could genuinely facilitate
their desire for a better life or a rural idyll. For counter-urbanites, desires for a rural
idyll and the higher quality of life they experienced during childhood outweighed the
isolation, and financial or infrastructural challenges. Some of these in-migrants gave
up their stable jobs to develop the businesses and new careers that would allow them
to stay in their destination communities. For others, retirement was considered the
right time to return to their roots and only commute to urban centres when necessary.
Attempting to narrow down the motives and drivers of these movements to one
event, or a particular prerequisite, is useful, but it also detracts from the unique
context of these places and their specific appeal to different groups of in-migrants. In
comparison to HAAs, communities in depopulating SPAs seemingly appeal to a
population that is already acquainted with the area. In all cases where an in-migrant
made a conscious and informed choice about migrating to such communities their
expectations were low from the beginning. They were fully aware that their
destinations did not offer any particular services and that their decision will require
increased mobility and flexibility in their everyday lives.
The case study areas were usually characterised by lower property prices in
comparison to higher amenity rural areas and tended to be more accessible for
potential in-migrants. While rural HAAs used their high barriers to entry as tools to
prevent unwanted in-migration, depopulating SPAs have the potential to use their
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low barriers to entry as tools to appeal to a wider number of potential in-migrants.
The number of in-migrants moving to these areas is presumably lower than the
number of out-migrants leaving them, but there are still periodic influxes of new
migrants. These in-migrants all contribute to their new communities on some level,
whether through community engagement, personal projects and ideas or their simple
presence in the community. By contrast to HAAs, where entry barriers are
considered to be an asset that can leverage and allow ‘targeted in-migration’’, the
existence of these barriers in depopulating SPAs can actively prevent or reduce inmigration and contribute to population decline. Low barriers to entry allow inmigrants to depopulating SPAs to experiment and develop their projects, such as
starting new businesses, renovating old buildings, running the local group for
newcomers, or starting a new activity in the community. Therefore, although inmigration does not necessarily create numerically measurable growth, it does
contribute to increased activity in the community and changes in the dynamics of the
place.
Some of participants stated during interviews that they were aware that the situation
in their chosen destination was not favourable in terms of access to education and
services, but they were still interested in migrating to these areas. These in-migrants
knew that the benefits of the preferred lifestyle and friendly community were
sufficient compensation for the lack of the school in the community.
This revelation sheds new light on the concept of return migration in these types of
areas. Although these areas are usually depicted as stagnant, with declining and
ageing populations, this research found that there is ongoing migration against the
tide occurring. In-migrants to these areas included young families who willingly
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migrated to communities with 80 residents because they believed it would be more
beneficial for their children’s upbringing, and a ‘tide’ of young educated women
moving to the isolated islands. These unusual in-migrant experiences call for further
research into these processes. In all three countries, there was not only out-migration
but in-migration.
Contrary to assumptions about the arrival of so-called new migrants, many inmigrants to these areas originated from the region or spent time there previously.
This finding raised new questions regarding the ‘stickiness’ of in-migrants; or, how
long they would stay in depopulating SPAs. It is generally assumed that in-migrants
are driven by default motives and will stay only for a specific amount of time.
However, keeping in mind that this is in a way a ‘return migration’, these
preconditions might imply different expectations, connections and perceptions,
which ultimately lead to extended stays in the area.
For most of the in-migrant participants, pre-migration expectations tended to be
realistic. Those who were disappointed were primarily the in-migrants who
attempted to start businesses in these communities and, thus, grappled with the
resilience of the community. In those cases, the in-migrants had a clear but distant
connection to destination SPA and aspired to start their own business. Despite this,
they did not really understand the identity of the community and unfeasibility of
their ideas. With this in mind, it can be surmised that in-migrants who relocated with
preconceived expectations tend to be disappointed as life in depopulating SPAs
requires a high degree of flexibility and adaptation. Still, the ones who migrated with
previous experience or who recognised existing dynamics and adapted accordingly
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were the ones who had the most potential to stay indefinitely in their new
communities.
Considering their previous experiences, realistic expectations and their decisions to
migrate to communities in depopulating SPAs, in-migrants who originated in these
regions have significant advantages over those who migrated solely for a job or in
search for a lifestyle change. The former group are likely to remain for longer. Harsh
conditions, isolation, remoteness and the constant need for flexibility, mobility and
compromise might be less appealing for in-migrants that have not previously
experienced a similar life.
The multiple-year duration of this research allowed the researcher to observe the
emerging migrant experiences of some participants as they transitioned between
different migrant categories depending on their life-stage and personal
circumstances. By using Kley’s (2011) framework and combining it with personal
stories and examples it was possible to track the development of migrant experiences
that started long before the actual migrant event occurred. This approach allowed for
an in-depth understanding of decision-making processes and circumstances that led
the participants to migrate.
Considering that most participants had pre-existing connections to the depopulating
SPAs they chose as their destinations, it was apparent that perceived decline of these
places was not a significant point of concern. However, this interpretation must be
taken with caution as this thesis is still limited within the given timeframe and the
situation might change over the next five or ten years.
The experiences of migrants are constantly reshaped over time, as demonstrated
especially in the long SA case study. Most participants in this case study expressed
325

substantially different attitudes towards places and communities at the time of the
initial interviews compared to the latter years. The shift in their attitudes and
potential ideas about leaving were results of changing dynamics in their communities
and spaces. Some in-migrants expected that the situation could not get worse than it
was in the area and, when things did become more difficult, it negatively affected
their experiences of the community. During subsequent interviews, it was apparent
that the in-migrants felt that their communities and spaces were deteriorating and
that it was time for them to leave, even though the area was already classed as a
depopulating SPA at the time of their arrival.
On the basis of the SA case study, it is possible to conclude that in-migration affects
the landscape of depopulating SPAs and affects these places and their internal
dynamics. One aspect of this process that is usually ignored is the changeability of
the places themselves. In some cases, it was simple to observe signs of decline or
activity, such as abandoned houses for sale or freshly painted and renovated houses
and museums, but there were also subtler findings that could not be left out of the
analysis. During the research process, the researcher was aware of visible signs of
deterioration and their significant as indicators of occurring decline, but it was only
through deeper engagement that the complexity of these communities could be
understood. This deeper engagement was facilitated through interviews and
conversations, drives through the communities and an openness to the experiences of
respondents.
Deep engagement revealed the social reality of these places, which is that proximate
communities in depopulating SPAs are all intertwined in some way. Whether it is
heritage, transport systems, economics or social activities these communities are
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connected. This was especially noticeable in the Swedish case study, during which a
participant who was born, raised and lived in the small town of Järvsjöby could
discuss changes in Latikberg in great detail. As with other people from his
community, this participant had often used the facilities and services in Latikberg
while they were still running. Another participant discussed relationships and
feelings of belonging that are not attached to a place of residence, but the places of
origin and socialisation, like their hunting group. Others talked about distance,
primary education, how children socialise when living remotely, and the places
where community members gathered.
Each of these responses pointed towards the role of mobility as an enabler of these
changes and processes. This finding demonstrates the importance of evaluating
communities from an internal point of view, as well as the external. Observing and
interacting with a majority of locals and in-migrants from the region reveals that
their histories are intertwined often in surprising ways, and that the physical borders
of their communities do not significantly restrict their experiences. Community
members will perform different functions in different spaces. One participant gave
the researcher a tour of the mountains they came from and said that because this was
the place they grew up in, coming back was something they wanted and expected to
do at some point in their life. The experiences of the research participants emphasise
the importance of rethinking ideas and concepts tied to borders and physical
boundaries. These obstacles might be visible, but they are not necessarily definite or
certain in regard to every aspect of an in-migrants life.
Like the shifting of borders, the majority of changes occurring in the three case study
areas were intangible and required a sophisticated understanding of their contexts to
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be properly interpreted. Once the researcher became aware of this, it was easy to
observe changes and understand the function of spaces in the community that
seemed non-functional or lacking in contemporary purpose (e.g., the old school in
Latikberg that was used only during summer time as a gathering spot for community
members or a field where the ski competition was organised every year). In some
instances, it was difficult to identify or capture evidence of changes as they were
reflected through events or activity groups that met irregularly. However, even when
specific details could not be captured it was clear that in-migrants were changing and
contributing to the communities in which they resided, which meant that the
potential futures of these communities were likewise intertwined. These findings
show that this kind of research requires extended comprehension of different
segments of these communities to fully understand their context and potential
pathways to the future.
As dimensions of dynamics, places also go through life cycle stages. The
progression through these stages was apparent in some of the involved communities
and affected their residents and potential in-migrants. The issue of perceiving the
‘place’ dimension as fixed and static, with minimal effect on in-migration, proved to
be flawed. One of the interesting examples in this regard was Terowie. When the
researcher first arrived in Terowie in 2013, it seemed like a deteriorated little town
with very few services and residents. In reality, there were approximately 130
residents and the in-migrants were quite socially active. Other than maintenance of
deteriorating local museums, volunteering in the Christmas pageant, and renovating
and running the local gathering spot, they were also interested in starting their own
businesses and making the place more appealing. The researcher’s impression was
that Terowie was a vibrant community with potential for revitalisation. However,
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when the researcher came back next time, the impression was significantly different.
She could not locate any of the original participants and the local gathering spot was
out of business. Even the family running the gas station had been replaced by new
owners. Subsequently, the researcher continued to visit the community every time
she was in SA to observe any progress or change in the community. The only things
that seemed to change were the houses put up for sale in the community.
When the researcher came back in 2017, the situation seemed slightly better. The
researcher could observe people renovating their homes, there were fewer notices of
properties for sale and there was renovated infrastructure and a museum along the
main street. In 2018, during the researcher’s final visit, Terowie was showing signs
of undergoing a recovery. The government had renovated the railway heritage sites,
there was a volunteer in the VIC who took people around the museums, more houses
were renovated, new businesses had appeared and there were even signs of children
in the community. Some of the changes, such as purchase of a church and conversion
into a private residence by a South Australian family, or the conversion of the café
into a home, showed that some changes are not be easily reversible and will likely
have a legacy over the longer term.
As with each of the case studies, some of the developments in Terowie—such as
volunteer projects—were almost invisible to external observers unless they were
notified or presented by a community member. Similarly, in Latikberg one of the
most prominent topics for discussion was the future of the school. Once it closed, the
residents engaged in length discussions about what might happen next. These
community members knew that if it became a private property, a new in-migrant
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might gain a private residence, but several distinct communities would lose easy
access to education.
This kind of thinking calls for further scholarly attention on this topic. The changes
that in-migration brings to these places can potentially have substantial negative
consequences on the community. Usually, in-migration to depopulating SPAs is
perceived as a positive. It is assumed that the new in-migrants will contribute to
these communities as bearers of social capital and revitalisation. However, their
effects on the physical appearance of the place and the community are usually
overlooked in this process, as the main focus is isolated to the in-migration process
itself. Consequently, new in-migrants bring their skills and knowledge to these
communities and attempt to utilise them. This could involve the creation of new
businesses, renovation, activities or new ideas in the community, but it still seems
that the outcomes of their efforts might not last as long as expected.
Still, the efforts of in-migrants do contribute to change in the community. These
changes, although subtle, could be observed in the examples of the various gathering
spots in the three case studies. These communities used mobility, in-migration,
technology and rural transformation to reshape important gathering spots to suit their
needs and activities.
The case studies also showed that taking away the ‘heart and soul’ of a community—
generally a gathering spot—can have devastating effects on the dynamics of a place
and its residents. It is apparent that the communities in the depopulating SPAs value
different locations in their environments for various reasons. The value they assign
to these locations does not reflect the typical perceived importance of landmarks.
Primary significance is usually assigned to places that bring the community together
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and allow the residents to socialise regularly. This should be considered when
discussing settlements within depopulating SPAs. The have unique dynamics, and
their priorities and values are different in comparison to the populations of HAAs.
Because of these unique contexts, something like Latikberg’s school closure could
have a much bigger effect than it might otherwise. Besides filling the role of an
educational institution for several communities, the school was one of the more
significant spots in the community in terms of events, meetings and activities. In
depopulating SPAs these places are perceived as facilitators of the community’s
cohesion. By taking away sites like this it becomes uncertain whether the community
will maintain the same cohesion as it had before. Something similar happened in
Hallett when the local shop and gas station shut down. The community felt lost after
the closure because they perceived the shop as the ‘successful business in the
community’, which they would visit almost every day. Beyond local pride, the
business was also the main gathering spot for the residents and taking it away had
negative consequences for the community.
The relevance of landscape changes in relation to community spirit and cohesion is
indisputable, and in-migration has the potential to disrupt or reshape existing
locations and cohesion. The changes that in-migrants bring to depopulating SPAs
usually give the impression of vibrancy and increased activity in these communities.
Such changes are usually interpreted as permanent signs of progress and
revitalisation and, as such, are welcomed by residents. These bursts of activity seem
to be a common occurrence in depopulating SPAs and although they provide a
temporary impression of energy, this is rarely maintained over longer periods. Bursts
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of activity are visible through the increased numbers of the new businesses,
renovated buildings, events, activities and initiatives in the community.
However, this short-term momentum should not be mistaken for the well
documented phenomenon of booms and busts. The boom and busts process begins
when a community experiences rapid increases in employment, investment, building
and other infrastructure developments based on new economic activity in the area
(e.g., mining towns in Australia). Once this activity reaches its limit, the entire
community suffers the consequences (Argent, 2017).
Bursts of activity, though, are not necessarily present and tangible in the same way
as economic booms. These temporal bursts are usually the consequence of inmigration and they are not permanent. A burst usually does not have a significant
economic effect on a community, but instead brings vibrancy and a pleasant
atmosphere to the community for a certain period as previously discussed. In South
Australia, there were attempts at yoga classes, belly dancing, beauty salons, niche
shops (e.g., lolly shops) and volunteer-dependent coffee shops that did not persist
over the longer period. Some of these remnants still exist but on a smaller scale than
they originally did. While some disappeared not long after the researcher’s first
arrival, new activities and businesses emerged and surpassed the longevity of the
burst of activity in the community, eventually positioning themselves as established
businesses. Considering the accessibility of the community (in terms of properties
and prices), it was easy for these in-migrants to bring their projects and ideas into the
area and indirectly contribute to an activity burst.
While activity bursts and the revitalisation that comes with them could be
misinterpreted as positive occurrences, perceived revitalisation or growth might lead
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to even bigger declines in population over the longer term. When in-migrants arrive
in these communities they expect the situation to either remain as it is or to improve
thanks to various initiatives and activities. Considering that many in-migrants decide
to migrate during these activity bursts based on the perception that those
communities are be more vibrant in comparison to others, the intentions and ideas
they carry with them are usually presumed and expected to have certain positive
effects on the future of these places—in the opinion of the in-migrants. However,
once increased activity ceases as a consequence of someone’s departure or business
closure, other in-migrants might be left disappointed. This chain of events can trigger
further out-migration. Consequently, because of a burst, a place might enter the next
stage in its life cycle towards further deterioration, which in turn can leave new inmigrants disappointed with the sudden deterioration of the area.
With the knowledge that a community will be able to remain stable and viable after
an activity burst slows down, residents and in-migrants might be able to find
alternatives to the lost activities and businesses until new in-migrants arrive and
bring additional projects and initiatives. This cycle might even be appealing to some
in-migrants. The benefits of activity bursts include renovated houses, networks and
acquaintances among residents and newcomers, the continued presence of some inmigrants who remain after the burst and an atmosphere in the community that is
overall realistic and stable. This pattern was particularly obvious in the SA
communities over the five-year period of study. Activity bursts occurred in several
communities, and sometimes there was a residual legacy in the form of a successful
business, but most often not. In more deteriorated places, the legacy was almost
invisible and could not be detected by external observers, while the more stable and
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less deteriorated places would present a visible legacy, even in the form of renovated
houses put up for sale.
In 2018, one of the communities in Sweden was experiencing an activity burst based
on diverse in-migration to the area. In 2015 it had been extremely hard to find
cooking ingredients used in cuisines beyond European and Mexican, but in 2018
Swedish shops were beginning to import different products to address the needs of
newly incoming populations. Additionally, one of the in-migrants decided to open
their own shop with local products from their country for other in-migrants that
would like to use them but could not purchase them in stores. This will probably be a
temporary change, but it will be interesting to see how long it persists and whether
the local population will start using these products. The Croatian islands also go
through activity bursts every summer as the high season comes in, bringing tourists,
visitors and family members.
Activity bursts and their effects can happen and be visible in a number of ways. The
benefits and challenges of low barriers to entry and high barriers to exit have already
been discussed, but the lack of visual appeal and inability to accommodate potential
in-migrants (as in Dalasjö) could present an issue for these communities. One fruitful
avenue for further research would be the analysis of communities that have no
services or amenities but still experience in-migration of young families due to their
positive atmosphere and perceived vibrancy. The same applies to islands and other
communities that claim to have an increased number of activities and events due to
in-migration. Even if temporary, these bursts can play a beneficial role in the life
cycle of depopulating SPAs.
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However, the repercussions of the post-burst periods are more significant than the
bursts themselves as they reach wider audience. Considering the challenges and
interconnectedness of depopulating SPAs and their communities, it is reasonable to
expect that the loss of a local accountant or doctor will affect not only the residents
of the place, but also the population in the immediate vicinity that was using the
services. This also applies to the loss of sports teams and volunteering groups, as
they are very difficult to start anew once they have been dissolved. This is why
bursts of activity often result in the introduction of new activities rather than the
regeneration of defunct ones. Therefore, it would be interesting to observe the
longevity of activity burst in the three case study areas, and to see if any of the
communities are able to use this temporary energy to establish a more sustainable
pathway for the future.
It can be concluded that migration in either direction affects these communities and
even the physical appearance of the place. The historic examples show how these
areas and their communities went through different changes over time and
demonstrate the legacies they left on both the current population and the landscape
of depopulating SPAs. Nowadays, mobility has increased but population movement
is not as substantial as it was previously, and therefore it can be assumed that the
changes will be still present but less visible. That said, the changes driven by inmigration surpass visible changes in the landscape or infrastructure. In-migration
also effects the functionality of different communities, their attitudes and their
capacity for adaptation.
Distinguishing characteristics when it comes to the selection of a community by a
potential in-migrant might include one or more of a long list of factors: levels of
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openness in the community, distance to travel to access services or urban centres, the
necessity of having backup accommodation in case of need (Participant 76: “Of
course we have a backup option, you have to have one…we can always migrate to
Split. That’s always an option. We’re not thinking about it, but in case we have towe have that option”.), and capacity to accommodate in-migrants or disinterest in the
same. As observed by Participant 56:
Participant 56: I’m from Northern parts of the coast, and for us the example of an island was
Krk … and people from Krk were the representatives of the island people … and it always
seemed like they had their own closed circle that we couldn’t access … when I moved to
Korčula, I didn’t feel any of that. It was surprising.

As touched on previously, local attitudes can be a distinguishing characteristic that
appeals to certain in-migrants. The participants in Järvsjöby seemed regretful that
they could not contact the owners of abandoned houses and advertise them for sale in
the hope of triggering in-migration. However, one of the participants from Dalasjö
said that there were no available houses and they would not mind if it remained that
way, because it was perceived as suitable for the existing community.
It was interesting to observe the functioning of communities within depopulating
SPAs and the lack of effect that proximity had on diversity. One example was the
feedback on the question related to the openness of the community and its capacity
to receive new in-migrants. While one of the included Swedish communities was
keen to attract and receive new in-migrants to the area, the residents of another stated
that the community was already large enough and that growth would not be
encouraged by the residents. In terms of capacity, the first community had plenty of
empty houses that served as holiday homes or were simply abandoned while their
owners lived in more urban areas. The residents felt that there was a limit on the size
of the population, but they needed to find a way to contact potential sellers and then
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in-migrants to increase the vibrance of the environment. The residents of the other
community stated that they did not have the capacity to accommodate new inmigrants.
This type of polarised approach to diversity was an interesting theme, especially
considering that these communities collaborate on a range of activities, and their
members frequently socialise. Both communities agreed that any further reduction in
population would be damaging and unfavourable. The residents assigned value to the
other residents and their contribution to these places and communities. In addition to
these two communities, the third neighbouring community was very interested in
attracting new in-migrants and was fairly successful in attracting several young
families with children. Therefore, it was apparent that there was a remarkable
diversity of attitudes within even a 50 km radius.
The same phenomena occurred in the depopulating SPA in one of the other case
studies (South Australia), with an example of two neighbouring communities. While
one positioned itself as accommodating towards retirees and young families, the
other positioned itself as friendly to displaced migrants. While both were relatively
affordable in comparison to surrounding communities and both were suitable for inmigrants experiencing financial strain, the attitude, services and amenities of the
communities appealed to different types of in-migrants.
Stigmatisation of an area can also appeal to certain populations and make others
decide against migration to such communities. However, if an in-migrant is driven
by different priorities such as employment or family ties, a place’s characteristics
will not make a difference. One participant stated that if they found a perfect house
that was in a different community, they would migrate there. Another in-migrant
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made the same point. Although they had roots in their community, they migrated due
to career requirements. From this, it might be concluded that the characteristics of a
community become more relevant after in-migration, when the in-migrant is settling
into their new environment. While many in-migrants mentioned rural communities
and community spirit, when it came to their final choice of destination it was only
relevant if in-migrants had already established networks and relationships in the
community.
Some participants expressed frustrations stemming from their perception that the
communities they migrated to had put their ideas and projects in a disadvantaged
position. This could be due to limitations of the place or the disinterest of the
community. As claimed by Participant 45: ‘It’s financially unviable and draining to
run a tourism-based business in this community … the interest is not sufficient to
make profits’. On this basis, it can be assumed that if in-migrants come into the
community with projects and expectations but overestimate the residents’
willingness to engage, contribute and support or the place’s capacity, their migrant
experience might be a negative one.
The migration experience is heavily reliant on the other three dimensions: place,
community and mobility. While the role of the community and mobility is quite
clear in the shaping of migrant experiences, it is still unclear what role the
community plays in retention. In the course of this research, most participants
implied that this was a contributing factor during the pre-migration phase that
became more relevant once the migrant event occurred. However, it still did not
seem like it was relevant enough to remain in the community. A positive migrant
experience has the potential to extend the stay of in-migrants until they reach the
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next stage of their lives. Several participants explained that they migrated from
previous communities because they disliked the community, while others felt fully
integrated and had connections to the area but migrated again regardless. This
confirms that the community can be an influencing factor in the decision-making
process and the migration experience of the in-migrants in depopulating SPAs.

5.3. Conclusion
By observing the interplay of four dimensions—place, migrant experience,
community and mobility—a researcher can generate a more insightful overview of
in-migration effects in depopulating SPAs. This research has considerably improved
our understanding of the processes and effects of in-migration to depopulating SPAs,
yet it had some limitations: scope, time constraints, a broad interview approach and
small sample sizes that were not necessarily representative of all opinions in the
community. Despite these limitations, this research raised some new questions
regarding the interpretation of certain terms and their meanings. It can be said with
confidence that the terms migrant, rural, decline, stagnation, reasons and motives
should be reconsidered in the context of rural migration and its implications. Outside
of very specific re-evaluation and definitions of rural migration, it is also necessary
to dissect the scholarly concepts of decline and stagnation—especially in terms of
how they relate to each other. While they are interrelated in the scholarship, this
research proves that the connection is not as strong as it has been thought to be.
The example of Terowie and the four dimensions of its dynamics that the research
attempted to assess provided an overview of key ideas related to this topic that
theoretically should also be applicable to analysis of other depopulating SPAs.
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Firstly, it is apparent that Terowie went through several stages of a life cycle over the
past five years. In-and-out-migration to the town was affected by both the
progression of town through various stages and the resilience of its community.
When the town was at its most deteriorated, some residents attempted to leave and
potential in-migrants were reluctant to consider it a serious prospect.
Further, the example of Terowie confirmed that the people who wanted to migrate
there stayed in the area even during the most intense stages of decline. On the other
hand, the ones who ‘ended up’ in Terowie for various reasons moved on or showed
interest in doing so in the future. The experiences of these two groups were different,
a divergence that affected their attitudes and participation in the community. For
some of these residents the experience did not live up to their expectations, a fact
that made them reconsider their options and position in the community. The place
and the community played a significant role in shaping the migrant experiences of
these individuals. This led the researcher to conclude that in-migrants needed to
function within existing barriers of each place and community that were presented
and adapt to their dynamics. Migrant experiences that were shaped after the
migration event may reflect the length of the in-migrant’s stay in the community,
further investigation of which would lead to additional understanding of the effects
the community and the place have on this process.
It would be easy to characterise Terowie as a vibrant, revitalising community in 2013
and a deteriorating, dying village throughout the following two years, but neither
would be correct. The more appropriate interpretation would be to characterise the
place as a depopulating SPA transitioning through various life cycle stages, partially
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influenced by community and demonstrating outcomes in the form of migration
trends.
It is necessary to reconsider the contribution of in-migrants to both community and
place, and this research calls for further attention to this issue. It is crucial to
differentiate between growth and short-term activity bursts. This example perfectly
depicts how visible change can be in depopulating SPAs—even the slightest
development is interpreted as a positive sign of growth. Such an approach could lead
to misinterpretations and flawed theorisation regarding quality of life in these rural
areas. Misinterpretation can lead to potentially misleading ideas and strategies
regarding rural in-migration. One of the primary findings of this research is that
migration is a temporary stimulus and rarely a solution for communities like these.
The current focus on revitalisation should be shifted to a non-decline approach,
which is more viable and realistic for these types of communities. It is apparent that
mobility allows more flexibility and enables this shift in focus. Some of the case
study communities had extremely vibrant communities despite their categorisation as
declining. Incoming migrants were affecting these communities in various ways, and
seemingly attempting to improve living conditions. Some of the examples the
researcher encountered were sports clubs, walking groups, Zumba classes, Mexican
nights or projects to renovate and run local businesses. The main role in which
mobility could be utilised was in obtaining approval from the community for these
kinds of activities. Additionally, in-migrants were extremely mobile, which benefited
host communities as long distances ceased to be perceived as an issue. This
contributed to the migrant experience of in-migrants, as they did not feel restricted or
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isolated. However, this finding only reflects the time at which the research was
conducted.
During the research candidature, communities in the case study areas went through
major transitional events such as school closures, in-migration, out-migration,
changing ownership of pubs and other services. Even merchandise in shops changed
due to increased diversity of the in-migrating population. The effects of mobility
were indisputable, even if not immediately apparent. The capabilities of mobility in
the lives of depopulating SPA residents meant that some preconceived notions had to
be revaluated. This was particularly evident in the case of village borders. By living
in these areas, the researcher realised that these communities were intertwined in
ways that called for a re-evaluation of the spatiality of these places. Their links go
beyond historical relationships and are apparent in the everyday lives of residents.
They share activities, socialise together, collaborate when it comes to preservation of
facilities, and in some cases attach their sense of belonging to the clubs that are
placed in different communities. This was applicable in all three countries and 12
communities.
Therefore, it could be concluded that increased mobility contributes to everyday life
in depopulating SPAs and their communities, as the residents of these spaces
participate in mobility on a daily basis (Bell & Osti, 2010). There is not much to be
noticed or captured by observing the historical flows of migration to these places, but
this legacy of mobility has still contributed to non-decline status. The contribution of
this historical mobility can be captured by observing the existence of residual
migrants, renovated houses and businesses that succeeded and are still operating in
these communities. While these are positive contributions, there are also some
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negative aspects to the legacy of mobility. In-migration can make place and
community less accessible, even to residents. Higher turnover rates might affect the
willingness of communities to engage with in-migrants, or lead to social exclusion
which has been already discussed and elaborated in the rural migration literature.
Other issues that might arise would be limitations on the physical capacity of these
areas, which translates to limitations on how many in-migrants can be received, or
stigmatisation of the place as a lower socio-economic and non-desirable community
to live in (e.g., Terowie). These scenarios played out in the depopulating SPAs and
the communities that participated in this research.
All of these issues might potentially lead to reduced accessibility for in-migrants,
which leads to another issue when it comes to rural migration literature and
understanding of the rural dynamics in depopulating SPAs. Besides previously
mentioned issues based on temporality, misinterpretation of data, and objectivity of
the research, another major issue is the differentiation of rural areas. It is necessary
to develop a more sophisticated approach to understanding migration. This approach
should go beyond the idea of the migrant as an individual and should include place
and community as significant dimensions that shape the migrant experience, along
with the mobility that enables it. More research is required to redefine and explore
the dynamics of these places, their communities and their in-migrants to fully
understand the context. Besides the re-evaluation of existing theories, policies and
strategies, it is also necessary to change the way that we communicate about these
areas and their populations. The examples of places that are removed from the placebased population count seems sensible from a quantitative perspective, but it might
also be damaging for the current and future residents of those communities. The
same applies to phrases that define certain places as stagnant, of special care,
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declining, and so on, any of which can potentially trigger further negative trends in
these areas (e.g., in-migration of the particular in-migrant groups that seek financial
benefits or ‘grey population’).
Most importantly, researchers should be more wary of reaching conclusions based on
snapshots of rural communities. Instead, they should seek more realistic and
complex understandings of potential futures in these places. While in-migration may
be a stimulus for rural depopulating SPAs and their communities, it is usually
limited to a certain setting, time or even a person. Therefore, a more critical
overview of the benefits and potential outcomes of in-migration is required.
While this research provided certain insights into the diversity and complexity of
these matters, there is still a significant gap in the interpretation and scarcity of
available literature on these areas. Further research is required for better
comprehension of community functionality in these areas, the long-term
consequences of population change and the determinants of community dynamics.
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6. Conclusion
6.1. Introduction
The aim of this thesis was to examine in-migration to depopulating SPAs in three
countries, using a mobilities framework that considered how in-migration affects the
migrant, the place and the community. While there is substantial literature on inmigration to rural areas, the majority of this literature tends to focus on HAAs with
lower amenity areas viewed primarily as sources of out-migration. Demographic
data from each of the three countries—Australia, Sweden and Croatia—shows that
in-migration continues to occur in depopulating areas. However, the existing
literature offers few insights into what drives this in-migration; what its social,
economic and cultural effects might be; and whether these drivers and effects are
different from those occurring in HAAs.
This research explored the interrelationships between several concepts in the context
of in-migration to depopulating SPAs. The focus was on the spatial, social and
temporal aspects of migration. As a part of this process, the researcher developed a
framework called the migration experience model. This model served as a
framework for the literature review and the discussion of four key dimensions in
migration processes: 1) mobility, 2) place, 3) community and 4) migrant (see Figure
1). The framework explored in-migrant experiences, place characteristics that might
encourage in-migration, characteristics of the resident communities and their
response to in-migration. It positioned the effects of this process on migrants, places
and communities within a broader mobilities context. As such, this approach called
for further exploration of the complex interplay between the migrants’ mobility,

345

existing residents’ mobilities and the assets of place and community, as they are all
affected by the in-migration process in depopulating SPAs.
The reason for developing and using this framework was the lack of a clear overview
of different dimensions that affect or are affected by the migration process in
depopulating SPAs. All four dimensions are relevant in this process and their
continual interplay affects the ongoing migration processes within the existing
context (including receiving communities and places). As the dynamics of these four
dimensions are interwoven, the migration process cannot be observed solely through
only one of the dimensions. For the purposes of this research, migration was
positioned as a complex, contextual and dynamic process enabled by mobility.
Mobility itself took up the role of both a dimension and the enabler of these
processes. The economic and social changes and effects were observed through the
concept of a change of dynamics, which aimed to show how these depopulating
SPAs are continuously altered and reshaped through these ongoing processes.
The first two chapters of this thesis outlined some substantial research gaps related to
rural depopulating SPAs, their ‘community dynamics’ and population movements.
This included the continual lack of inclusion of diversity when discussing different
types of rural spaces, as well as the problematic nature of that concept. Until
recently, the research agenda was predominantly focused on HAAs, leading to the
emergence of specific knowledge about these types of rural areas and their migration
patterns. It is not uncommon to find literature that focuses on the sea or tree change
or the counter urbanisation movement of the urban population towards perceptibly
idyllic HAAs. Very often the main drivers of this movement revolve around
perceived improvements to quality of life, traditional values and rural idylls that they

346

are striving to find. Such movements are well established in relation to HAAs but
proved to be lacking in the context of lower amenity areas.
The existing literature and interpretations demonstrated a certain level of disregard
towards depopulating SPAs and their populations, as it positioned them within an
existing typology that supports a limited understanding of these areas and their
dynamics. Accordingly, there have only been a few attempts to explore the inmigration as the influencing factor of the changes in depopulating SPAs. Most
research has focused on international migration and the recruitment and retention of
health professionals and thus, provides a limited and narrow overview of these
processes and their long-term effects (Hedlund et al., 2017; Eimermann, 2017; Patten
et al., 2015).
Beyond that, Niedomysl and Amcoff (2011) criticised the achieved advances in the
rural migration research as limited, due to the small-scale nature of studies on these
topics. Hedlund et al. (2017) made a step forward by offering an extensive overview
of international in-migration to rural Sweden over one decade. This thesis attempted
to offer further insights on the topic by exploring three countries and the inmigration processes within their depopulating SPAs over the limited timeframe. The
depopulating SPAs in this thesis have been positioned as lower amenity areas,
meaning that besides pre-existing challenges related to rural living, they also struggle
to appeal to new in-migrants due to isolation, lack of services and amenities, and
reduced potential to develop a sustainable type of industry. The research was
conducted between 2013 and 2018 in the Mid North Region of South Australia, rural
inland area of the Västerbotten region in northern Sweden and two Croatian islands.
The chosen case study countries substantially differ in their political, social and
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economic conditions, but still share similar challenges to in-migration to
depopulating SPAs. In all three countries, the depopulating SPAs have struggled
with the consequences of isolation, remoteness and soaring out-migration numbers
that are affecting the everyday lives of its remaining and incoming residents. It was
presumed that the countries would present different dynamics in these areas due to
the different development stages, governmental support, rural categorisation, coping
mechanisms and strategies that aim to support depopulating SPAs. Based on the
apparent differences in the functionality of the depopulating SPAs, it was expected
that the migration of in-migrants to these areas might differ between the selected
countries, as well as their expectations, leading to contrasting and distinctive
characteristics that would reflect the potential futures of these areas.
Milbourne (2007) provided perhaps the most fitting overview of the fickleness of
these areas, arguing that different mobilities, in different combinations and different
places, produce the complexity of rural population change. Beyond the challenges
stemming from the nature of these depopulating SPAs—such as lack of employment,
educational opportunities, appeal or the activities that HAAs may offer to potential
in-migrants—an additional challenge was to address the temporal and spatial
elements of these processes among the migration and broader transformation
processes (Van Hear, 2010). To overcome the obstacles of complexity and diversity,
the researcher aligned the long study with the two shorter ones. Such an approach
allowed the exploration of temporality over the given timeframe and enabled
observations regarding ongoing changes and effects of migration on diverse
depopulating SPAs. This approach also offered insight into the complexity of inmigration effects on different dimensions in the framework over the given period.

348

The developed RQs attempted to explore each of the dimensions and provide
insights into their functions within the model with the aim of developing further
understanding into this complex process in depopulating SPAs. With that research
objective, the following RQs emerged:
1) How diverse are drivers of migration to these places?
2) How does the process of migration affect the receiving depopulating SPAs?
3) How do differences between communities in depopulating SPAs affect the
characteristics of in-migration and the community?
4) What is the role of mobility in this process?
The diversity and complexity of depopulating SPAs and their population movements
were one of the crucial factors in interpretation of collected data and conclusions that
emerged from these RQs. For an adequate interpretation of the collected data, the
researcher utilised additional methodologies, tools and experience in depopulating
SPAs. Besides the interviews, the researcher took into consideration the wider
context of these areas, her own embeddedness within the community and her dual
role as both migrant and researcher. The researcher also conducted ‘dirt research’
(Peters et al., 2018), self-guided walks, informal interviews, and utilised visual
ethnography and social mapping to enrich the interview data. Additionally, the
researcher used the migration models developed by Kley (2011) and Lekkas et al.
(2016) to interpret different dimensions of the in-migration process and the effects of
in-migration on the case study regions. By combining these methods with
quantitative descriptive data and an extensive literature review, this thesis further
elaborated the effects of in-migration processes to depopulating SPAs and offers a
more comprehensive, system-wide view on this matter.
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By taking cues from the narratives given by in-migrant participants during the
interviews, as well as casual and informal conversations before and after, the
researcher was able to include Kley’s (2011) migrant decision process framework in
this research. Thus, in-migrants stories allowed the researcher to understand their
experiences that started long before they migrated to selected communities, as well
as their entire decision process. The researcher used this framework to explain that
the migration decision is not necessarily a solitary isolated or forced event in a
potential in-migrants life, but more often there is a deep reasoning behind the
particular place and their decision to migrate.
This methodology also allowed the researcher to observe participants and their lifestages in relation to their adaptation, adjustment and potential onward migration
from the community, with the inclusion of place as a dimension. While the lifestages of the participants confirmed already known and established reasons for
onward migration, ranging from the well-known ‘push and pull’ theory, social and
financial reasons, family commitments and other employment opportunities, this
research attempted to reflect on the dynamics of place in that process as well (Lekkas
et al., 2016). Considering that all four dimensions are changeable and dynamic, this
research investigated the changes that occurred over the last 5+ years to understand
how these places were affected over the given timeframe. This resulted in additional
insight into why some in-migrants decided to leave or stay in the area, and why they
made such decisions beyond the already established ideas and concepts related to
onward migration. While these reasons were still relevant and reflective of the inmigrant’s decision-making processes, some additional context-related factors
contributed to it.
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The dimension of place proved to be one of the context-dependent factors that could
encourage or discourage further migration. The appearance of a place, its services,
amenities, proximity and geographical location were all contributing to in-migrants
decisions. The existing framework of the life cycle of the neighbourhoods was
adapted to the depopulating SPAs context and provided an overview of this process
and its effects on the population of these areas. The framework adapted the already
existing model and then incorporated the previous experiences and knowledge about
the residents and in-migrants to the depopulating SPAs to develop a matrix
discussing their role in the dynamic of these places.
The results of this analysis showed that many of in-migrants did not really prefer
further deterioration of the area, but neither was it a triggering factor for forward
migration. One of the main and distinctive reasons that separated these participants
from the in-migrants to HAAs was that they were aware of the existing challenges of
life in an SPA upon arrival. Additionally, previous experiences with the area were
usually the deciding factor for settling in a certain community. Therefore, their
preferences and choices could not be easily changed. The amount of in-migrants and
the residents who would leave once the place started deteriorating was less than the
amount who would remain. Partially, this was due to the increased mobility of these
individuals. They are already accustomed to commuting to their jobs, services and
recreational amenities; further reduction in the range of available services did not
present a particular issue for them. Their mobility was also reflected in the
perception of the borders. While the statistical data, written documents and the
available literature interpret physical spaces within their respective borders this
researcher established that there is a mismatch in between the external and the
internal perspective on that matter.
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Besides the effects on the existing infrastructure and the landscape, mobility
indirectly affected the profiles of in-migrants to these areas and the community’s
dynamics. Most of the people who in-migrated to these areas had a connection to the
places long before they migrated. This could be anything from a previous tourist
experience, having family in the region, return migration or some other kind of prior
attachment to the area. The immediate motivation for such a move was usually
triggered by either a direct personal connection to the area or a partner’s connection
to the area. Almost all in-migrants in all three countries could be categorised into
more than one group of migrant types. Rarely, they were categorised into a discrete
in-migrant profile type. Even displaced in-migrants described their pathways to such
decisions and elaborated on their prerequisites for migration, showing that existing
migrant categories do not fully encompass all types of migrants to rural areas.
The resident communities also have a significant effect on these places and their inmigrants as well. As the inseparable entity of the depopulating SPAs, representing
the identity and the spirit of these places, these communities have distinctive roles in
the process of migration. Although they are interwoven with the place and affected
by mobility and in-migrants they can shape the attitudes of the residents and nurture
much-needed resilience to overcome changes in the dynamics of the area. While
some take on a passive-resilience approach, leaving the in-migrants hopeless and
excluded from the community, others nurture resilience towards the disruptive
changes that might affect the communities negatively. Although these communities
are interconnected and reach beyond the existing borders of villages, they all possess
very distinctive identities that are involved in nurturing different ideas and priorities.
Drawing from this understanding, it was possible to conclude that in-migrants tended
to migrate to places where they had positive experiences or places where they
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believed their aspirations and skills would be utilised. Throughout that process, they
contributed to the development and diversity of communities in question.
The observed diversity was more prominent within each depopulating SPA than
between the three selected countries. Although it would be expected that different
factors such as the economic, political, social or developmental stage of these areas
would affect and trigger different issues among rural communities in these three
countries, this research showed that such conclusions were unfounded. Selecting
different countries and discussing issues related to depopulating SPAs revealed that
all three countries were confronted with comparable issues of depopulation, decline,
ageing, reduced opportunity and questionable long-term revitalisation prospects.
However, once the researcher visited and explored the selected places, the smallscale diversity that defined these areas was confirmed once again (Vuin et al., 2016).
Even proximate communities within each case studies proved to be vastly different
on several levels. All of these places were positioned as depopulating SPAs, but the
landscape, community dynamics and in-migrants profiles differed between them.
Therefore, the general assumptions about decline, depopulation and ageing were
true, but the implications within the inner context of proximate communities were
substantially different.
While from the external perspective it might seem like these communities should
have very similar values and dynamics, this research confirmed that this is not
necessarily true. Although all were categorised as declining communities, some of
them were not interested in migration of any sort. The residents believed their
community had reached its full capacity and new people were not necessary.
Situations in which a community was tight-knit and unwilling to collaborate with in-
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migrants have led to negative migrant experiences as the in-migrants judgement and
expectations were defined by notions of welcoming, rural, friendly, close-knitted and
open communities. The example of the community unwilling to let foreign children
onto the school bus because they were not citizens actually took place in one of these
communities, and it is not something they shied away from. On the other hand,
another nearby community was actively seeking new in-migrants and welcoming
them in the hope that they would stay in the area permanently. These examples show
how the identity of a community is shaped independently, and depict an extreme
level of diversity that goes far beyond the typical ideas about rural communities.
This is particularly relevant for communities in depopulating SPAs, as it proves that
not all declining communities are seeking revitalisation. In some cases, the wider
area and proximate communities are functional enough to support the everyday lives
and activities of residents.
The findings indicated that residents and in-migrants had very different
understandings and perception about borders and distances between these places.
Also, the perception of distance was quite different for people in these communities,
as the residents and in-migrants knew the areas and their limitations. They were fully
aware that they were exchanging certain benefits that came with a more urban life
for open spaces, peace and quiet, and cheaper housing. Therefore, it can be assumed
that mobility not only redefines the borders of these places and appeals to specific inmigrants, but also acts as an overarching dimension in the development of the
potential futures of these areas. It was also confirmed that the reach of mobility in
depopulating SPAs is far more lasting and extensive than assumed.
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The next section presents key findings from each RQ, followed by a discussion of
the theoretical and practical contributions made by this thesis. Based on the RQ
findings, it was possible to conclude that the observed in-migration processes among
all four dimensions must be observed as an interweaved process. The effect they
have on each other drives ongoing transformations and positions these areas as
continually changing. Still, within the life course of each of these places,
communities and in-migrants, they would undergo the full circle of transformation.
Whether it is the in-migrant’s life course and developing experiences that start from
the beginning once an onward migration event occurs, the place’s bursts of activity
that define one stage of the place’s life-stage, or the community dynamics that
change with the in-migration, it is apparent that these areas are susceptible to
alterations within their limitations as a response to increased mobility. Considering
the scope and the comprehensiveness of the rural migration topic, the next section
offers several potential pathways that could be pursued in the further research of this
matter. Lastly, the researcher offers her perspective on the process and discusses her
personal thoughts and position she held during this process.

6.2. Research questions and key findings
This thesis attempted to provide a further insight into the processes revolving around
the in-migration to depopulating SPAs that affect and consequently change their
communities, dynamics and reshape the landscape. Current ‘rural migration’
literature offered a limited insight into these processes in depopulating SPAs that
qualify as lower amenity areas or their dynamics, so this thesis attempted to explore
that research gap and provide some further insights into the topic.
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The results were derived from 76 formal semi-structured interviews in 12
depopulating SPAs across three countries (Australia, Sweden and Croatia). The pool
of participants was made up of local residents, local historians and in-migrants that
voluntarily decided to participate in this research. The researcher used various
recruitment methods and tools (social media, flyers, pamphlets, WoM), but the
snowballing technique proved to be the most efficient.
The RQs reflected the conceptual four dimensions of the conceptual framework that
were selected as the most relevant concepts for evaluation in this thesis, and explored
the effects of in-migration processes on these dimensions.

6.2.1. How diverse are drivers of migration to these places?
The first question attempted to reveal the nature of in-migrants to these depopulating
SPAs and explore if there were differences between countries. As expected, the
profiles and motivations of these in-migrants were already well established in the
existing literature, and ranged from the expected lifestyle, retired, returning and
escalator in-migrants to displaced in-migrants and semi-retired entrepreneurs. They
were categorised according to the four groups that had previously been identified and
that reflected incoming populations to such areas (Vuin et al., 2016). These groups
were divided into the counter-urbanite, lateral rural lifestyle seeker, default and
displaced in-migrants.
In this case several factors that stood out. To begin with, there were only slight
differences among the profiles of the in-migrants in all three countries. While it
would be expected that the profiles of these in-migrants would differ among the
countries, that was not the case. However, one other thing stood out from this RQ1.
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The profiles and motivations of these in-migrants could have been qualified and
defined within some of the existing profiles that were already established and well
elaborated (mainly in relation to high amenity rural areas), but their expectations,
preconceptions and ideas were not comparable. During the interviews it became
apparent that most of these individuals (or their partners) had some sort of
connection to these depopulating SPAs. Whether it was that a parent used to work
there, there was a historic family connection they wanted to explore, family roots or
business or the feeling of obligation towards a partner’s family, through their stories
it became apparent that in many cases it was a decision to return that influenced their
decision-making process and the expectations they had for their next stage of life.
Another mentionable finding that emerged from the interviews was that the most of
these in-migrants originated from the region. Although many of them migrated
several times, it became clear that majority of them are from the wider region,
making them acquainted to the area and its benefits and drawbacks. Many of them
did not even consider alternative communities, but instead decided to migrate to
communities where they already had developed networks and previous experiences.
These findings led to further understanding of the ‘return migration’ and its
relevance for depopulating SPAs.
While the literature has already established that many of the in-migrants may belong
to more than one sub-type of in-migrant (Carson & Carson, 2017; Eimermann 2015,
2017; Benson & O’Reilly, 2016; Halfacree, 2012;Ragusa, 2011 ; Chalkiti & Carson,
2009; Moss, 2006; Müller, 2006), this research also observed the process of
developing ‘migrant experience’ post-migration. This allowed the researcher to
observe some in-migrants transitioning from one distinct migrant type to another
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(e.g., default or lifestyle in-migrants to displaced in-migrants) in the setting of a
depopulating SPA. It also allowed the researcher to distinguish among different
types of displacement in the community, from the fixed ones where the in-migrant
was stuck in the community to flexible ones where a negative migrant experience
might lead to onward in-migration. In-migrant stories and experiences allowed the
researcher to understand that migrant experiences started long before participants
migrated to selected communities, as well as their entire decision process (Kley,
2011). The researcher used these stories and experiences to show how the migration
decision (even when it comes to displaced population) is not necessarily an isolated
or forced event in their lives, but more often there is a reasoning behind the chosen
place and their decision to migrate.
Also, it enabled observation of the participants and their life-stages in relation to
their adaptation, adjustment (Auer & Carson, 2010) and potential onward migration
from the community (Onescu, 2016), with the inclusion of the place dimension.
While the life-stages of the included participants confirmed already known and
established reasons for onward migration, ranging from the well-known push and
pull theory (Lee, 1966), social and financial reasons, family commitments and
employment opportunities, this research attempted to reflect on the dynamics of the
place in that process as well. The interplay among the in-migrants and their
interactions with other dimensions proved to be crucial in shaping of their migrant
experiences, which led to further inquiries about post-migration stages of Kley’s
(2011) model.
The ideas of rural idyll, a better life and balance were often mentioned by
participants although the case study areas were depicted as depopulating SPAs,

358

presenting the main difference in the perception and interpretation of such terms
when it comes to these areas in comparison to rural HAAs. Additionally, the
appearance of these themes reflected the in-migrant’s flexibility and increased
mobility in regard to the distance, daily commutes and compromises they were
willing to make in pursuit of change or a better life. However, some in-migrants
were driven by the ‘affordable’ housing making the depopulating SPAs preferable
choice among their options.
Due to the length and continual visits to case sites it was possible to observe and
capture shifts in the attitudes of in-migrants through different life-stages and how
these affected their outlook on rural life and migration-related decision-making
processes. It was also apparent that some in-migrants transitioned from one type of
in-migrant to another, which was again related to the progression of their life course.
It was not uncommon to meet participants that transitioned from the default inmigrant to displaced in-migrant with no means for onward in-migration. This
suggests that longitudinal studies in these areas might be beneficial. In-migrants are
not fixed entities, and their life course, attitudes and circumstances change. As that
happens, their living conditions might also shift. The experiences related to the
depopulating SPAs were also changeable and dependent on many factors, as the
subsequent RQ’s revealed, putting the in-migrants change in attitudes and onward
migration into the appropriate context and calling for further inquiries on Kley’s
framework that delves into that topic.

359

6.2.2. How does the process of migration affect the receiving depopulating
SPAs?
The second RQ aimed to explore if in-migration affects the landscape of
depopulating SPAs and to what extent. From the extended observation, interviews
and knowledge about these places in the past 5 years, the researcher found that these
places were transformed, and their landscapes reshaped through this process. While
some of the changes were visible to even external observers, such as renovated
infrastructure or the emergence of new businesses, some changes were apparent only
to the internal observer.
This research revealed that the effects of in-migration are present in even the
smallest of the included communities, and the presence of in-migrants is contributing
to ongoing change in these places. While the extent of these effects is still unclear, as
the findings suggested, it is apparent that the depopulating SPAs are experiencing
ongoing development (for better or worse) through the process of in-migration. The
appearance of the place, services, amenities, proximity and the geographical location
were also contributing to in-migrants decisions and experiences in depopulating
SPAs. The existing framework of the ‘life-cycle of the neighbourhoods’ (Lekkas et
al., 2016) was adapted to the depopulating SPA’s context and provided an overview
of this process and its effects on the population of these areas. The framework
adapted the already existing model and then incorporated the previous experiences
and knowledge about the residents and in-migrants to the depopulating SPAs to
develop a matrix discussing their role in the decline of these places.
Based on the two emerging themes from RQ1, it was apparent that deterioration of
the area was not an influencing factor for ‘onward migration’. While some
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participants considered it once services and amenities had closed, it was not a
triggering factor in their decision-making processes (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2015).
Partially, this attitude can be assigned to specific in-migrants and their previous
experiences, but it must also be considered that these individuals were already
accustomed to increased mobility. It was an unavoidable part of their lives. As such,
the deterioration of a place of residence or reduction in the services available in the
community was not deemed to be as significant as long as they have the available
alternatives nearby.
In pursuit of their own ambitions and expectations, in-migrants might contribute to
the vibrancy of these communities for a certain period. However, due to the nature of
depopulating SPAs and their limited potential, such bursts of activity rarely stick for
extended periods. The low entry barriers allow such ‘momentums’ to happen, as the
in-migrants can come and attempt to start their projects and ideas, hoping it will take
off and offer them an additional income or activity. Others bring vibrancy to these
places through landscape renovation and mere presence.
The long-term effects of this process and change were apparent over the period of 5
years. It was clear that contrary to the benefits of in-migration to rural areas
identified in the literature, the depopulating SPAs rarely benefited from such process
over the extended period of time.
Quite the opposite, the in-migration driven activity bursts can lead to further outmigration and deterioration of the area if the in-migrants expectations and ambitions
are not fulfilled.
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Therefore, it can be concluded that whether positive or negative, the presence of inmigrants changes the landscape of depopulating SPAs. This might be through new
infrastructure, renovation, conversion of existing infrastructure or establishment of
new spaces in the community.

6.2.3. How do differences between communities in depopulating SPAs affect
the characteristics of in-migration and the community?
The third RQ delved into the exploration of the community-related changes driven
by in-migration to depopulating SPAs. Through provided answers, context and the
experiences of the in-migrants the researcher evaluated the functionality and capacity
of the communities for the ongoing changes driven by this process. The first
impressions in relation to openness of the community, proximity to the urban centre
and capacity to accommodate (or welcome) in-migrants were the primary
distinguishing factors in evaluation of the community’s characteristics and their
attitude towards in-migration.
While all of the included communities belong to depopulating SPAs, their attitudes
towards in-migration were diverse. This research once again proved that the diversity
of various depopulating SPAs can be found among proximate communities in the
same region. Even the proximate communities that are historically, economically and
actively (through leisure activities) connected on the everyday basis depicted
different attitudes towards and levels of interest in in-migration. Some community
members showed initiative and presented higher levels of interest in attracting new
in-migrants than others did. Polarising attitudes could sometimes be found within 20
km, and they could span from community outreach and pride in the ability to attract
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new migrants through to extreme resilience towards the idea, and even considering it
disruptive or precarious for the existing balance.
The communities had a significant effect on these places and in-migrants
experiences as well. As the inseparable entity of the depopulating SPAs, representing
the ‘identity’ and the ‘spirit’ of these places, the communities have a distinctive role
in the process of migration (Peters et al., 2018; Ensign et al., 2014 ). Although they
are interweaved with the place and affected by mobility and in-migrants they can
shape the ‘attitudes’ of the residents and nurture the much-needed resilience to
overcome the changes in the dynamics of the area. While some take on the passiveresilience approach, leaving the in-migrants hopeless and excluded from the
community, the others nurture the resilience towards the disruptive changes that
might affect the communities negatively. While these communities are
interconnected and overcome the existing borders of the villages, they all presented
very distinctive identities nurturing different ideas and priorities. Therefore, it is
necessary to re-evaluate the existing ideas of the rural communities as the
homogenous entities with similar values and attitudes.
Also, one additional difference that arose among proximate communities was their
interest in particular in-migrant groups. While many of the participants stated that
the most preferable in-migrants would be families, young people, entrepreneurs and
health professionals, some communities made additional efforts to attract certain
demographics. Blato, Hallett and Järvsjöby introduced proactive measures to attract
desirable populations to their communities. Blato offered financial support for young
families that were willing to migrate permanently to the community. Hallett created
a website, A great life in Hallett, (Hallett Sports and Community Association, n.d.)
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that introduced their community to the external audience and potential in-migrants,
and Järvsjöby’s residents showed interest in reaching out to the families that outmigrated from the community to them to sell their homes to potential new inmigrants. Such attempts indicated that residents in these communities were
interested in in-migration, and that they tried to position themselves as forwardlooking, friendly and community-oriented places. For those that already had some
previous knowledge or experiences, the community segment was important in
relation to their personal networks and perception that they can extend their already
existing networks rather than choosing the community because of the community
spirit. While many mentioned that it was favourable to have a welcoming
community and community spirit, it was usually a beneficial factor but not prevalent
in their decision-making process.
However, findings implied that the place itself has a bigger effect in the decisionmaking process if the in-migrant has no ties or experiences with the place, followed
by the community-related experiences as a relevant factor following migration event.
Some of the participants migrated to communities because they had favourable
infrastructure, services, landscape, proximity to the urban centre or preferred housing
they depicted as suitable for their lifestyle. This meant that they accounted for
community relationship development only once the migration event occurred.
In comparison, some other communities showed less initiative in such endeavours.
Terowie, for example, had an in-migrant group that was interested in attracting new
in-migrants in 2013, but not long after that their attempts seemed to fizzle out, which
led to the onward migration of some group members. A similar thing happened in
some of the aforementioned communities, too, leading to the increased number of
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properties that were put up for sale in later years (e.g. Burra and Hallett). Seemingly,
the proactive approach towards new ideas and initiatives would fizzle out once the
motivating actor or group left the area. Such occurrences were already elaborated in
the previous chapters as the ‘activity burst’ and its consequences.
It was apparent that regardless of the differences and ongoing diversity in these
SPAs and their communities, they had limited leeway in deciding who initially
migrated to their communities. It seems like the significance of the existing
differences and diversity comes into the account only post-migration.
This conclusion was once again confirmed when even the communities that depicted
negative attitudes were experienced in-migration themselves. Based on the responses
in all three countries, it was apparent that the driving force in migration decisionmaking process was the previous experience and knowledge of the community
before the migration event occurred. For those that did not have previous knowledge,
the decision-making process was more affected by the landscape and infrastructure
or the job availability, than selection of the community regarding their ‘openness’
towards in-migrants. On several occasions the participates stated that the main
driving force for migration decision was employment, and that they learned more
about the community and the place post-migration. For some such scenarios proved
to be positive as they were pleasantly surprised by the new environment, while for
others disappointing and encouraging in their ‘onward migration’ plans and ideas.
Therefore, it could be concluded that the community’s ‘profile’ and ‘attitudes’
emerge and become more relevant post-migration, once the in-migrant starts settling
and shaping their experiences. This might imply that such approach and
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understanding of the community’s role and ‘profile’ can be far more beneficial in
retention processes in comparison to ‘recruitment’ stage of migration.

6.2.4. What is the role of mobility in this process?
The last question encompassed all the previously mentioned and explored processes
and overarched the entire process of in-migration and its effects on both
depopulating SPAs and their residents. Migration, as a form of mobility, is a
complex phenomenon that is present in many different forms worldwide, allowing
further reach of newly developed knowledges, skills and technologies than ever
before.
In the case of the depopulating SPAs, the effects of mobility were indisputable.
These effects were visible on several levels, ranging from the actual presence of inmigrants in these communities through to their ability to pursue their personal
preferences and ambitions in depopulating SPAs, their ability to utilise technologies
(and work from these communities), and the ability of these communities to offer the
better life balance these individuals were seeking for at that stage of life.
Additionally, the findings showed that our preconceived ideas of the mobility within
these places, spaces and communities needed re-evaluation. The spatiality of these
places and connections within the region went beyond the externally imposed
borders and perceptions from the external bystander. The connections in between
these places within the region (in all three countries) were more complex and
intertwined than expected. Their sense of belonging went beyond the place itself and
was more attached to their networks and the groups they belonged to. These
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communities, in-migrants included, participated in mobility on a daily basis in
depopulating SPAs.
Mobility, as the overarching theme and the enabler of these processes, contributed to
non-decline status in these communities. While this conclusion would be expected in
terms of in-migration, the contribution is also apparent through residual migrants,
renovated houses, operating businesses and sometimes even reduced accessibility to
community and the place. The ongoing process of migration in both directions can
affect the community’s resilience and interest in engaging with the new in-migrants,
as the place itself is losing infrastructure that is being converted and used (or just
used) reducing the existing capacity to accommodate in-migrants.
The conclusions imply that much of the pre-established knowledge related to rural
areas should be re-evaluated when it comes to depopulating SPAs. This research
attempted to capture a snapshot up to a five-year period and explain the ongoing
processes that led to certain conclusions on dynamics and effects of in-migration to
depopulating SPAs in three countries. The extended study allowed the researcher to
better comprehend the occurring patterns and position them within the depopulating
SPAs context, allowing different interpretation of these occurrences as well as the inmigrants decisions.
It was apparent that mobility is the main enabler of all of these processes,
particularly relevant and visible in depopulating SPAs. Due to the existing
limitations of these places, it was necessary to take into consideration all four
dimensions from the migration experience model and observe them within the
appropriate context.
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The answers to these four RQs once again confirmed the complexity and
interdependence of the four dimensions within the conceptual framework. Migration,
as the most prominent form of mobility, was confirmed to serve as the contributing
factor in the transformation of the rural, including its landscapes, economies and
social relationships. Based on the conclusion that these communities are
experiencing the influx of in-migrants who contributed to existing dynamics of the
area it was also concluded that these communities are diverse and appeal to different
in-migrants, offering a range of different main prerequisites for migrating there.
Their presence contributed to change of dynamics in the community and in some
cases directly affected the physical appearance of the place.
Besides the general idea of mobility, and the claims in the literature that
depopulating SPAs and their residents participated in mobility in their everyday
lives, this research confirmed that mobility is inherent to depopulating SPAs.
Through observance of four dimensions in this research, it was confirmed that the
reach and effect of mobility was far more extensive and lasting than expected. The
effects of various types of mobility were apparent even in the smallest of the
presented communities and reflected through various visible and invisible effects
that consequently contributed to transformation of these places. Besides the visible
effects such as the infrastructural and landscape changes, the mobility affected the
community’s dynamics, residents’ lives and the profiles of the in-migrants.

6.3. Theoretical contribution
The thesis attempted to provide new insights into the dynamics of these areas
through the voices of the participants that live in depopulating SPAs, and potentially
raise awareness about existing diversity on a micro-level that should not be ignored
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or overseen when it comes to further research or strategies development. The current
literature offers a scarce and narrow perspective on the depopulating SPAs and the
ongoing processes and changes in these areas. This research contributed to a new
knowledge base on depopulating SPAs and their dynamics, by providing a novel
perspective on some of the already established findings on these areas and their
populations. Additionally, it addressed four major issues related to research in
depopulating SPAs: complexity, diversity, changeability and temporality.
This research offered a brief snapshot into the lives of the in-migrants and residents
in depopulating SPAs, providing an insight into the dynamics and functionality of
these communities, as well as their potential for attracting in-migrants.
The findings that emerged in this thesis once again confirmed that the in-migration
process is more complex than the mere movement of population from one place to
another. It is apparent that the discussed dimensions are interweaved and affect each
other in a continually changing environment. Mobility enables changes in the
dynamics of depopulating SPAs and contributes to everyday lives of its residents and
in-migrants. This thesis provided an extensive overview of the specific
underrepresented type of rural areas in three countries and called for the revaluation
of the existing theories revolving around these types of areas.
Drawing from the answers to the 4 RQs, it was apparent that certain conclusions
regarding the motivation of the in-migrants to migrate to rural areas are still
applicable when it comes to SPAs and their communities. Still, the RQ1 findings
revealed that in-migrants to SPAs rarely can be categorised within only one migrant
type group. More commonly these in-migrants’ ambitions and lifestyles overlapped
in between several different established migrant types and even changed as a part of
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their life course. Besides that, the ideas of the rural idyll, community spirit and the
better life have been unfitting in this context, as most of the in-migrants had previous
links and experiences to these places or community members. This sheds a new light
to the ideas of failed migration in favour of the onward migration concept that has
been less represented in the rural migration research, as most participants had
realistic expectations of life in SPAs as they originated from the same region.
Additionally, RQ1 findings offered further insight into the relevance of the migration
experience in the decision-making process even after the migration event occurred,
drawing attention to the post-migration stages of the already developed Kley’s model
(2011).
The effects of in-migrant presence in depopulating SPAs has more extensive effects
than their own developing experience. Their presence changes the landscape and
affects the dynamics in these communities. Depopulating SPAs landscape and places
themselves are transformed and reshaped through the process of in-migration. The
second RQ delved into that aspect of in-migration and explored if the in-migration is
beneficial for the depopulating SPAs and their futures. It is usually assumed that the
rural in-migration is linked to revitalisation of the rural areas. While this concept
might be true in HAAs, the RQ2 findings supported by the continual visits and
observations throughout the five-year period indicated that the ongoing fluctuations
of depopulating SPAs could be explained through the activity burst concept. This
concept seemed more suitable for depopulating SPAs as the repercussions of inmigration were rarely beneficial, and more often adverse for these places and their
communities. The findings imply that positioning these places as cyclical might
change the way that these places are perceived, as well as their capacity for survival
and potential for sustainable activities within the given context. Policymakers could
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consider the relevance of this finding and the developing concept of the activity burst
interesting for the future developments and potentially even integrate it into the
frameworks discussing the viability of these types of places.
In relation to the first RQ1 findings, RQ2 asked if onward migration is affected by
the deterioration of depopulating SPAs, considering that many of the in-migrants
were acquainted with the area and conditions. While the in-migrants stated that the
service and amenities reduction were not favourable, deterioration of this kind did
not seem to trigger onward migration decisions unless there was no proximate
suitable alternative. Still, if the in-migrants were already rethinking their options, it
contributed to their decision-making process indicating that the increased mobility of
these individuals allows for more flexibility when it comes to their residential and
commuting choices.
Such circumstances shape the communities of depopulating SPAs and their
identities. The RQ3 was looking into the migration-driven community changes in
depopulating SPAs. Various questions emerged, including the diversity of these
communities, separation of the place vs community, and what each entitles, as well
as their capacities, openness and diverse attitudes towards in-migration. As expected,
the communities with their distinctive identities confirmed the existing diversity
among even the neighbouring proximate depopulating SPAs whose residents
socialise on regular basis. Their distinctive identities that are inseparable from the
place itself, contributed to the developing migrant experiences once they migrated to
the community. Depending on the community, they demonstrate different types of
resilience towards in-migration and changes calling for further evaluation of their
role in the retention process. The RQ3 findings confirm that the role of the
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community becomes far more relevant in depopulating SPAs once the migration
event occurs in comparison to the previous stages of Kley’s model. Due to their
distinctive identities that nurture different ideas and priorities, it would be expected
that the proactive communities might have advantageous prospects when it comes to
attracting in-migrants in comparison to others, but this proved to be incorrect. While
the proactive attempts might draw certain in-migrants, the process of in-migration
will not be significantly affected by their efforts in a long run.
Living in depopulating SPAs holds certain challenges and requires increased
mobility. As the migration itself is the most prominent form of mobility, the final
RQ4 delved into its role in the entire process and the developed model. The final
RQ4 attempted to encompass all the previously discussed processes as the mobility
is the overarching theme that serves both as a dimension and the enabler.
Beside the interpretation of the mobility in depopulating SPAs as the mere inmigration process, this research observed all the processes that participate in
mobility. Various segments of life in depopulating SPAs are enabled through
mobility, such as the exchange of the knowledge, technological enhancements, skills
and abilities to achieve work-life balance that was not possible before.
The findings indicated that the preconceived ideas of observing migration as the
isolated or sole form of mobility in these places, spaces and communities are flawed
and need to be re-evaluated within the wider context.
Aside from the physical movement of the in-migrants, the spatiality of these
depopulating SPAs and their existing connections went beyond the externally
imposed borders and perceptions. The connections in between the communities and
places proved to be more complex and interweaved than anticipated and required a
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more holistic understanding and interpretation. This included a sense of belonging
that in certain communities was attached to the networks and groups and went
beyond the place itself.
These findings indicate that the pre-established conclusions related to rural areas
should be re-evaluated and construed within the specific types of rural areas, such as
depopulating SPAs in this case. Mobility proved to be both a dimension and the
enabler of the ongoing processes in depopulating SPAs, contributing to non-decline
of these places.
While much of the literature and strategies discusses revitalisation as the main goal
for rural areas, this research claims that sustainable, lasting revitalisation as
theoretically depicted is hardly achievable in depopulating SPAs. Instead, it would
be more prudent to discuss non-decline as a concept when it comes to depopulating
SPAs. The effects of the non-decline status that is achieved through the increased
mobility in various segments of depopulating SPAs and their residents’ lives, are
visible through not only in-migrants but also the residual migrants, renovated houses,
operating businesses and even through reduced accessibility to place and
community. This finding called for further evaluation of the apparent disconnect in
between externally perceived decline and stagnation v. the ongoing realities of these
places, where the influx of the in-migrants is overseen and neglected by the soaring
out-migration numbers.
It was confirmed that migration, as the most prominent form of mobility, serves as
the contributing factor in the transformation of landscapes, economies and social
relationships in depopulating SPAs. As such, mobility is an inseparable dimension of
the depopulating SPAs and their ongoing processes. Its reach and effects are far
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more extensive and long-lasting than expected, presenting themselves through
visible and invisible effects that consequently contributed to transformation of the
relevant depopulating SPAs, their communities and their in-migrants.
Through the exploration of the 4 RQs it was confirmed that the discussed four
dimensions are complex and interconnected within the conceptual framework. Based
on the findings in response to the RQs it was possible to conclude that depopulating
SPAs should be evaluated in a more holistic fashion, allowing for analysis of
differences in their identities, appeal and potential to attract in-migrants.
Additionally, it allowed the evaluation of these problematics on an international
scale, capturing their coping mechanisms and changing attitudes towards inmigration within the limited timeframe. As such, this thesis contributed to the
general knowledge of the rural areas and called for further evaluation of specific
types of rural areas and concepts and ideas related to them, as the findings proved
not to be as conclusive in terms of depopulating SPAs and their communities.

6.4. Practical contribution to depopulating SPAs and their communities
In terms of a practical contribution to depopulating SPAs, such conclusions may be
beneficial for further understanding of the ongoing processes and dynamics of these
areas. Knowing the demographic situation in depopulating SPAs that are usually
underrepresented in the census data and stigmatised as declining, stagnating or ghost
communities is valuable as there are still individuals present in these areas.
Positioning them as invisible and ignoring their migration patterns is damaging for
these places and their communities.
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Allowing researchers to explore such places and their dynamics can be beneficial for
local government and other researchers, including the strategic development of the
future of these places and regions. Researching depopulating SPAs has benefits for
both external and internal residents and decision-makers, as it might encourage them
to evaluate and potentially avoid the pitfalls of the currently developed strategies.
The diversity and complexity of depopulating SPAs and their population movements
were some of the crucial factors in interpretation of collected data and conclusions.
These factors call for the further evaluation of revitalisation potential and
applicability of rural development strategies that are often developed separately from
the context and lack understanding of capacity, potential and feasibility in the
depopulating SPAs.
While these individuals chose to live in depopulating SPAs, they still participate in
the mobility and everyday lives of more urban settings. This process occurs through
their jobs, services, amenities and the existing infrastructure they are lacking in
depopulating SPAs. Therefore, research conclusions may raise awareness of the
additional burden such influx of people may impose onto the healthcare systems in
the long run, or the educational services. This may imply that such scenarios will
seek for further recruitment of the professional staff that will be able to address such
demand. Also, such centralisation towards ‘sponge cities’ may imply that the further
developments will be required to address the developing needs of the new inmigrants.
Internally, such research is beneficial for the residents, communities and their further
development. Depopulating SPAs as such are not expected to flourish as the HAAs
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do, but some of them can take advantage of the ‘spill over’ of the ‘sponge cities’ and
create viable circumstances for their communities.
Understanding the extensiveness of mobility’s reach could suggest that these
communities may use the already existing tools and connections to further enhance
and nurture the ‘community spirit’ and existing activities to position themselves as
viable and active communities. In the case of some Australian case study areas, the
removal or modification of the ‘gathering spot’ was detrimental and resulted in the
further deterioration of the areas. In comparison to that, Swedish communities seem
more proactive and resourceful, as they do not allow such things to happen.
Understanding why things happen the way they happen and knowing that such
scenarios occurred before may be encouraging for the residents of these areas that
are afraid of the ghost town scenario.

6.5. Further research
In the current circumstances, migration is one of the major processes that has been
scrutinised in the past couple of years, but it has been interpreted in accordance with
personal viewpoints. It is necessary to pursue unbiased investigations into the effects
of these processes on small communities.
Considering the scope and the complexity of the migration research, it was apparent
that this thesis would not be able to provide a comprehensive overview of all
ongoing processes within the migration agenda or offer a unified theory of
migration.
This research was restricted by a limited timeframe and small population samples,
which prevented the researcher from making any overarching conclusions that would
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be applicable to all depopulating SPAs. Certain limitations and risks were detectable
and evaluated before the candidate started the candidature. The other limitations
were difference in scope and method for the South Australian study, researcher’s
dual role and positioning in the community, limited information about case study
communities, small sample sizes, inability to track all the migrants that left during
the study period, snowballing method limitations and data accuracy, in terms of the
disconnect in between their attitudes and actions.
The previous exposure to depopulating SPAs allowed the researcher to objectively
evaluate potential limitations and develop necessary strategies to overcome them.
This included estimation of feasibility of study, increased adaptability and flexibility
in overcoming the existing challenges and limitations. The researcher decided to
incorporate different tools and methods to overcome these issues and reduce the
inaccuracy in interpretation.
The thesis offered a snapshot into a five-year process of in-migration and its effects
on the other dimensions in 12 depopulating SPAs. The thesis presented the findings
from this period, but it was also acknowledged that this process is in the continual
state of change affecting all four dimensions of the framework and therefore, should
be revaluated perpetually.
Therefore, this thesis did not attempt to offer expansive unifying conclusions on the
migration typologies. The researcher believed that such goal would be misguided
and neglecting the core of this research. Looking into the other prominent
researchers’ stance such as King or de Haas on this topic and the personal experience
with depopulating SPAs led to the conclusion that would be perceived ‘as misguided
(any attempts) to build a ‘grand theory’ of migration which incorporates all types of
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migration, rather, again, coming out in favour of middle-range theorisation for the
migration field’ (Van Hear, 2010, p. 1534). As a result, the thesis presented the
findings in selected depopulating SPAs in three countries. While this thesis offered
insights into the relevance of the diversity, complexity, changeability and
temporality when discussing in-migration to depopulating SPAs, some new findings,
gaps and questions emerged as well.
Firstly, further research should strive to present concrete definitions of the terms
migrant, rural, decline and stagnation prior to offering theories of related processes
within the rural migration research. The lack of clarity of the given terminology and
what it encompasses calls for further clarification and elaboration. Also, the concepts
of decline and stagnation should be re-evaluated within the rural dichotomy, as these
phrases hold potentially damaging meaning in the rural context and contrarily to
expectations, are not interrelated (Peters et al., 2018).
Secondly, the number of already existing and established research gaps related to the
depopulating SPAs, their communities, in-migrants and dynamics, calls for further
research on this sub-type of the rural areas. While there is some available literature,
it is still not sufficiently represented to the general audience and other researchers for
them to understand the peculiarities of depopulating SPAs and their potential futures.
It seems like these areas are stigmatised as declining, deteriorating and dying, and
the only interest in their dynamics is solely related to revitalisation attempts through
in-migration without comprehension of the wider context.
Thirdly, many of the strategies aim to appeal to different types of in-migrants to
these areas, the results indicate that majority of them knew where they are migrating
due to the personal connection and experience to the areas. Does this mean that the
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strategic attempts should be focused on the local regional population as potential inmigrants to depopulating SPAs? Is it an anomaly that cannot be observed as an
emerging pattern? This calls for further research as many of the regional strategies
focus on providing various benefits to the incoming migrants to these areas, aiming
for particulate types of in-migrants. However, how long do these individuals stay?
Do they benefit the community and leave any legacy in these communities? This is
still unclear, as these in-migrants are focused on their personal benefits more than
their role in the community, which makes their migrant experience significantly
different from the in-migrants that wanted to migrate to the place. When discussing
migrant experiences, it is still unclear how the experience is shaped once the inmigrant migrates to the community. The previous stages of Kley’s (2011) model
have been sufficiently addressed and understood, but the post-actional phase not so
much. There is a need for further research into this phase, as it might reveal how the
migrant experience is shaped post-migration and the duration of the in-migrants stay
in depopulating SPAs.
Fourthly, while the external environment acknowledges the existence of certain
depopulating SPAs within certain borders, it became apparent that some of them
rather lean towards other (more proximate) urban centres that do not necessarily
belong to the same administrative or local government area. This calls for further
research, as the given situation might provide a skewed perspective on these places,
communities and their residents. Due to the limited information about these areas, it
seems like much of the information is lost in the grey area, which provides distorted
images of these areas. This calls for further evaluation of these areas and their
population and understanding and utilising the services in proximate urban centres to
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keep up with the ongoing changes these places and their communities are
experiencing (Patten et al., 2015).
Considering that the depopulating SPAs are underrepresented in the literature, many
of the suggested revitalising strategies that aim to utilise in-migration as the solution
fail to match their ideas to the existing dynamics in these areas, leading to onward
migration of these individuals. Therefore, this research suggests the revaluation of
the current rural migration theories and existing strategies in depopulating SPAs. It is
necessary to develop a more sophisticated approach that will be able to distinguish
among different types of rural areas and function within the given context.
New concept should go beyond the idea of migrant and include the other three
dimensions that are shaping and enabling the migrants experience within the
appropriate context for more concise and appropriate interpretation.
The researchers should be aware of the existing limitations and cautiously interpret
the snapshots of the observed rural communities, as they are not necessarily the
reflection of the situation in these areas. Interpreting in-migration as the stimulus for
revitalisation of these areas and their communities may be misleading, as the given
results are the mere reflection of the certain setting, time and sample group (e.g.,
activity bursts).
As such, the researcher should be more critical of such suggestions, as the benefits
and potential outcomes will significantly vary on both in-migrants but also place
itself. Some of the unexpected conclusions that emerged call for re-evaluation of the
in-migration as the stimulus for these places’ revitalisation. The results showed that
external attempts to affect the dynamics of these areas can be potentially more
disruptive than perceivable status quo of these places. It is necessary to distinguish
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the concepts of stagnation and decline in relation to depopulating SPAs, as they are
not interrelated or necessarily truthful depictions of these places. These places and
their communities have their own dynamics and progress through the various stages
of development (or life cycle) irrelevant of the in-migration (Lekkas et al., 2016).
Still, once the in-migration occurs, it has the potential to affect these places and
communities in visible and invisible ways.
While this research explored the ongoing in-migration processes and effects in
depopulating SPAs, further inquiry is needed. During these specific tumulus times, it
is necessary to delve into this matter and understand the effects of in-migration on
the receiving places and communities.
Besides the limited timeframe, this research introduced the several models and tools
that might be potentially beneficial for observance and interpretation of the other
depopulating SPAs, their communities’ dynamics and potential future pathways
shaped through in-migration.

6.6. Personal reflection
This thesis presented the findings of a five-year research process in three countries.
This section briefly presents the researcher’s experiences and understanding of the
four dimensions that were identified during that process and that allowed the
researcher to further understand the dynamics of depopulating SPAs and their
communities. Some of the researcher’s experiences grant insight into the lives of the
residents of depopulating SPAs and contribute to understandings of the appeal for
the in-migrants to these areas and their decision-making process. Additionally, it
provided an insight into the ongoing processes driven by in-migration that affected
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the community, places and the migrants themselves over the given timeframe. Due to
the nature of depopulating SPAs and their peculiarities, it was apparent that the
experiences of each individual migrant may differ—including those of the
researcher.
The previous experience with such communities prepared the researcher for this
process and contributed to her knowledge, skills and understanding of the dynamics
of depopulating SPAs in South Australia. It was a valuable starting point, as the
researcher could prepare and anticipate how to proceed with her research without
falling into the major pitfalls that could disrupt the process.
As a researcher, I could not remove myself from this process either. Rather than
choosing the role of bystander in a community of 200–800 people, I decided to do
my best to become a part of it—within the already imposed limitations of my
research. Even before I started my research, I knew that pursuing my PhD would
mean migrating to these communities and spending an extended amount of time
there. My previous experience taught me that the mere presence contributes to
understanding and knowledge of these places and their dynamics. Also, the presence
allowed me to observe and capture the changes I would miss otherwise.
During the past three, or even five years if my MA thesis is included, I have spent a
great deal of time trying to engage and integrate into these communities. At times I
felt disgruntled, when I felt like my attempts were unsuccessful and the process took
longer than expected, but at the end of the day I realised that the setbacks made me
more resourceful, creative, independent and more adaptable to new changes and
challenges.
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The first time I migrated to Burra in 2013, I had no expectations or idea if the project
would even be successful. It became a six-month fieldwork project that developed
into my MA thesis. In 2015, I travelled to Latikberg for the first time and I
immediately knew this was the place I wanted to include in my research. It fitted into
the description of the areas I wanted to explore and seemed like a potentially
promising community to start with. We arrived with the bus, and the only people we
saw were three men from the local government—none of whom lived there. The
place was seemingly empty and lots of houses looked abandoned, meaning it was
perfect for my research. I searched for interesting communities that were relatively
accessible, but still remote due to the lack of public transportation. That is how I
ended up working with communities that had no buses, or buses that had
unpredictable schedules. Some buses would come ‘when the boat arrives’, meaning
it could be now, in an hour or at 5.00 pm. The communities that had one bus per
week felt so isolated that I felt like I was stranded while I was there.
Still, my experiences were positive. Due to the nature of these places, I have
experienced firsthand how tight-knit some of these communities can be. When I was
on one of the Croatian islands, I was literally stranded due to bad weather and all
hydroplanes and boats were cancelled. I was informed about that during one of my
interviews, and I had some of the residents immediately calling all the people they
knew to arrange private accommodation for the night as all of the hotel rooms were
‘sold out’, which usually just meant that they did not want to accommodate guests
for anything less than three nights. They were prompted to help because I had
interviewed the partner of a local, who shared the experience, so they immediately
recognised the ‘new’ person and wanted to help out. Another example took place on
the second island that was included in my study. I travelled there for the first time

383

during summer and when I attempted to buy a ticket, which can only be done on the
spot, they told me all the tickets were already sold out. Seeing that I was a ‘local’
from the region, speaking the dialect, the ticket agent started asking why I was on the
island and what I was studying. Once he found out about my research, he said he
would make an exception and give me the ticket although the boat was already fully
booked. These stories might seem irrelevant in comparison to some of the
participants’ experiences, but it becomes apparent that experiences depend
significantly based on the in-migrant’s cultural background, language, attitude and
approach.
On some occasions certain individuals refused to formally participate in my research,
but they were still accommodating and supportive of the process. They offered their
personal networks and reached out to their friends and acquaintances who were
potentially suitable. I believe that the significant contributing factor was my mere
presence in the community. Many of the locals did not expect me to come back once
I was done with my MA research. I kept on showing up in some of my communities,
even when they thought I was done with my research. I would reach out and
sometimes meet with some of the local gatekeepers to see what was going on in the
community. Additionally, I was quite lenient in terms of the participation, offering
them a way out at any time or stage of the process with no consequences. Once the
community members realised that I keep on coming back it was much easier to get
them on board with the research. It took three years for the local business owners to
start acknowledging my presence. When I came back for the third time to that
community, in 2016, their attitude changed. In comparison to previous encounters
when they would just curiously greet me and keep it at that, this time they had
questions about my research and my progress, offering to advertise it in their shop.
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On another occasion a local employee asked me: ‘do you live here now?’ expecting
me to stay permanently after I kept on showing up in the community.
This was important in terms of developing relationships, networks, collaborations
and awareness of the community members. Considering I was an in-migrant myself,
it was necessary to be present and proactive in terms of community engagement.
However, my attempts led to the abundant amount of data and interesting ideas for
further research in this field. Through numerous formal and informal interviews and
conversations, events and activities I could understand and interpret the gathered
data in a more correct and appropriate way, knowing the underlying motivation for
the decisions and pathways of these in-migrants and communities. As a returning
temporary migrant, I could even chase the lost participants and investigate their
whereabouts if I could not reach them directly anymore.
During this process, there were only few challenging or unfavourable circumstances
where I felt like I had to prioritise or reconsider my approaches to the research. I
strongly believe that my previous exposure to depopulating SPAs and experiences
allowed me to approach this research in more organised and apprehensive way. Due
to my prior skills, knowledge and experiences I was able to distinguish situations
that required additional preparation and navigate interviews in a non-intrusive way
that allowed participants to express themselves and share additional information they
felt was relevant for the topic. Additionally, previous experience allowed me to
recognise some of the patterns among the results, and consequently utilise previously
gained information and knowledge in the South Australian case study.
After the fieldwork period, I found myself caring about these places and their
futures, although my research was more of the insightful understanding of these
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complex processes than some grandiose solution to depopulation issues of these
areas. Instead, my research offered an indicative overview of 12 communities
through numerous formal and informal interviews that explored who lives in these
areas, why and whether these places are indeed declining or stagnating, and in what
way does it affect the involved communities. The five-year process allowed the
introduction of various concepts and additional understanding of the effects of inmigration on depopulating SPAs, their communities and in-migrants, and how it
affects the further decisions of the current and potentially new in-migrants to the
area, in that way shaping the potential future pathways of these areas. While my
conclusions might be limited to this snapshot they open the new opportunities for
exploration of other depopulating SPAs and their potential futures, offering some
new approaches and perspectives on these places and their communities.
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8. Appendices
Appendix 1: Research process

Figure A1. Research process.
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Appendix 2: Demographics of Lastovo and Korčula

Figure A2. Population of Lastovo and Korčula, 1857−2001 (source: CBS, 2011a).

Figure A3. Geo-demographic map of Lastovo's population (source: Dubrovnik-Neretva
County).

Figure A4. Permanently inhabited households on the Island of Lastovo (source: DubrovnikNeretva County official website).
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Figure A5. Educational facilities on Lastovo (source: Dubrovnik-Neretva County).11

Figure A6. Internet availability on the island of Lastovo (source: Dubrovnik-Neretva County).

11

As with previous figures, the numbers on these maps are not the representative of the number of

facilities on the island. Different colours represent different types of facilities and institutions.
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Figure A7. Geo-demographic map of Korčula’s population (source: Dubrovnik-Neretva
County).

Figure A8. Permanently inhabited households on the island of Korčula (source: DubrovnikNeretva County).
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Figure A9. Educational institutions on the island of Korčula (source: Dubrovnik-Neretva
County).12

12

As with previous figures, the numbers on these maps are not the representative of the number of

facilities on the island. Different colours represent different types of facilities and institutions.

417

Appendix 3: Landscape of the Hallett District Council area

Figure A10. Map showing physical features of the Hallett District Council area.
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Appendix 4: Hallett News, 1991

Figure A11. Hallett News, 1991.
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Appendix 5: Extra photographs
The aim of providing extra photos was to allow the reader to perceive and
understand the landscape and context of these depopulating SPAs. These images
confirm that these places and their communities reach beyond the existing borders
and function as interconnected communities, although each has a separate identity.
The photos also show that some of these areas rely more on their proximate
communities than others and use different services in different areas. The
noticeboards advertising events, tours, activities and real estate across entire areas
demonstrate a level of cohesion and collaboration that persists even in 2019.
Even as depopulating SPAs that are described as declining or stagnating, it is
apparent that are attempts to improve the landscape through various grants and the
efforts of the local community. The photos of various renovated areas were used in
this section to show how important it was for the residents and in-migrants in the
area.
Additionally, the photos show that just because an area is defined as declining,
depopulating, or as a lower amenity area, does not necessarily mean it is unappealing
or deteriorating. The photos show the diversity of these areas and their different
dynamics. They also show the effects of in-migration to these places as new inmigrants open new businesses and turn churches, hotels, pubs and banks into private
residences.
Some of the photos captured moments that otherwise would be lost, reflecting the
community’s attitudes and feelings towards changes they perceive as negatives. This
shows that these places have strong identities that appeal to certain in-migrants and
that when it comes to in-migration all of these factors should be taken into
420

consideration. Some of the provided photos include stories explaining their
relevance, while others serve to provide additional context for the reader and show
that these places are places of extremes, where it is possible to simultaneously
encounter high levels of activity and clear signs of ongoing deterioration of the
landscape. Depopulating SPAs are fickle and present a range of extremes. Hopefully
the extra photos provide a glimpse into these unique environments and their everchanging dynamics.
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Figure A12. Closed shop in Peterborough,
South Australia.

Figure A13. Closed shop on the main street
of Peterborough.

Figure A15. Peterborough Art gallery that
also sells fire wood and some other items for
sale.

Figure A16. Black Rock dirt circuit racing,
2018.
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Figure A17. Ongoing activities and events in
Peterborough, 2018.

Figure A18. Closed art gallery in
Peterborough.

Figure A19. The Capitol Theatre—a popular
gathering spot in Peterborough. Formerly a
theatre but now a coffee shop with occasional
movie screenings.

Figure A20. Railway museum—originally a
VIC. In late 2017, the VIC moved to
Steamtown, and a museum opened in this
space.
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Figure A21. Closed shop advertising a 'trash
and treasure' event on Sunday, 8 June 2014,
taken in 2018.

Figure A22. Deteriorated building featuring a
sign for 'Empire Motor & Cycle Co Ltd'. The
researcher saw a family enter, indicating that
it had been repurposed as a residence.

Figure A23. Hammond Hall 'Trash and
Treasure' event, including products from Port
Augusta and Orroroo.

Figure A24.
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Figure A25. Items for sale in a closed shop on
the main street.

Figure A26. Movie posters displayed at the
Capitol Theatre.

Figure A27. Renovation of buildings on the
main street.

Figure A28. Blackboards at the Capitol
Theatre with a 'daily offer' of sandwiches and
drinks.
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Figure A29. A coffee shop that opened
between 2014 and 2015. A prominent place
the local community.

Figure A30. Advertisement for the
Carrieton Caravan Park.

Figure A31. Noticeboard with a list of
events, activities, advertisements and
projects in the area.

Figure A32. A local shop presented as the
first stop before entering SA. Locals take
advantage of produce import restrictions to
profit from visitors.
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Figure A33. Explanation of the Capitol
Theatre's history, placed across the street
and poorly maintained.

Figure A34. The VIC in Terowie.

Figure A35. Newly renovated heritage
railway station, funded by local
government.

Figure A36. Hand-written sign in front
of a property on the main street, warning
of a pest control poison that killed the
resident's dog in 2004.
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Figure A37. Information boards at
Terowie railway heritage site.

Figure A38. Additional information
boards at Terowie railway heritage site.

Figure A39. Gallery the main street of
Peterborough, depicting progress of
renovations on the street.

Figure A40. Roadworks in front of the
post office and local shop in Terowie.
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Figure A41. The Terowie Institute.

Figure A42. The main street in Terowie.

Figure A43. List of supporters of the
'main street progress' project.

Figure A44. The Terowie Institute.
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Figure A45. Renovated heritage site in
Terowie.

Figure A46. Information board at the
renovated site.

Figure A47. Railway heritage site in
Terowie.

Figure A48. The Terowie Institute.
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Figure A49. Information board at the
Terowie railway station.

Figure A50. Information board at the
railway heritage site in Terowie.

Figure A51. Advertised real estate in
Burra and surrounds.

Figure A52. Former pub in Terowie that
was forced to close due to issues with
community members. Curently a private
residence.
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Figure A51. The main street in Terowie.

Figure A52. The main street in Terowie.

Figure A53. Houses for sale in Burra.

Figure A54. Noticeboard in Burra, and
new businesses.
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Figure A55. One of five pubs in Burra,
since shut down. Considered a potential
new business by residents.

Figure A56. Shop in Burra that opened in
2017. Flood and hailstorm resulted in
closure of the previous business at the
site.

Figure A57. Houses for sale in Burra.

Figure A58. Church in Whyte Yarcowie.
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Figure A59. Church in Terowie.

Figure A60. New coffee shop in Burra,
which quickly became a popular
gathering place in the community for
locals and visitors. One of few places that
offered free wi-fi.

Figure A61. Renovation of a private
residence in Terowie.

Figure A62. Two coffee shops on the
main street of Burra, St. Just and Polly's
Teahouse.
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Figure A63. Advertisements for events and
activities in bakery window in Burra.

Figure A65. The market square museum, a
heritage site in Burra. In 2013, it was
operated by a non-resident as an
experience for tourists. The shop has since
been shut and visitors must let themselves
in with a key.

Figure A66. Noticeboard in Burra
advertising activites and events.

Figure A67. VIC in Burra, that has
changed managers five times since the
researcher's first arrival.
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Figure A68. Hallett Hall. The Hall is a
public library meeting site. In 2013, a
grant was used to renovate the hardwood
floors.

Figure A69. The main street in Burra.

Figure A70. Activities at the 2018 antique
fair in Burra.

Figure A71. Burra's VIC noticeboard with
a listing of activities and events.
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Figure A72. Handwritten note found on
a pub noticeboard when new manager
was selected in 2017. Community
members feared that workers would be
made redundant, as had happened at the
Holden factory in Adelaide.

Figure A74. Latikberg's landscape.

Figure A73. New businesses in Burra.

Figure A75. Renovated shed and houses
in Latikberg.
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Figure A76. Map of Vilhelmina and
surrounding communities.

Figure A77. Yellow house that was
previously a shop and gathering spot in
Latikberg and surrounds.

Figure A78. Abandoned gas station in
Latikberg.

Figure A79. Entrance to the store that has
been closed since the owner decided to
retire.
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Figure A80. Landscape en route to
Korčula and Lastovo.

Figure A81. Landscape of Lastovo
island.

Figure A82. Landscape of Lastovo
township.

Figure A83. Main street in Terowie and
the hotel that is curently not operating,
but serves as a private residence.
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Figure A84. Landscape between Burra
and Hallett.

Figure A85. Vilhelmina's landscape and
surrounds viewed from the air.

Figure A86. NextJet plane that flies
from Vilhelina to the Stockholm. The
company declared bankrupcy in May
2018, leaving all passengers without
any prior notice.

Figure A87. Annual Christmas event in
Vilhelmina that draws the visitors from
surrounding areas.
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