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Abstract 

The objective of the study at hand is to explore the phenomenon of rural depopulation and 

more specifically to find out what are the methods that a region can apply in order to 

reverse it. Rural depopulation is a phenomenon that started taking place at the beginning of 

the century in Sweden. Lately the interest about urbanization and how to deal with it has 

increased tremendously, thus rural population decline was neglected. Some researchers 

though identified the problematic situation and the threats behind the phenomenon. The 

present paper focuses on Sweden, a country which is one of the most sparsely populated in 

Europe and where the phenomenon is also observed. Even though the overall population of 

the country keeps increasing, the number of inhabitants residing in certain peripheral 

municipalities decreases. The fact that Sweden experienced a significant influx of 

immigrants and asylum seekers during the last years doesn’t seem to have worked in an 

alleviating way for rural areas. As argued by previous researchers, this particular group 

could be a rejuvenating source for depopulated regions. Nevertheless the aforementioned 

group also seems to prefer relocating to the bigger centers due to better job opportunities. 

Starting from a research-based view the present paper will attempt to list the patterns 

advocating why people choose to move, and most importantly study the different initiatives 

that municipalities can follow in order to turn this trend that rural areas have to encounter. 

 

Keywords 

Depopulation, rural, Sweden, demographic decline, repopulation, outmigration 

 

1. Introduction 

The notions of rural population decline and urbanization are closely intertwined with one 

another. In modern society moving from the countryside to metropolitan areas and 

university cities is very common. Especially younger generations are the ones that mostly 

choose to move from rural to urban areas in order to chase both better education and career 

opportunities. On the one side urbanization (the increase of people residing in urban areas), 

is a well-known, global phenomenon, since more than half of earth’s population lives in 

urban areas (United Nations, 2018). Residing in urban areas has many positive attributes 

that the inhabitants can enjoy, such as abundant recreational facilities, ease of access to all 

kind of services and many career opportunities. On the other hand it can also have some 

negative aspects that one tends to neglect. One of them is the rise of a contradictory 

phenomenon that affects the smaller areas, depopulation, which is being debated since loss 

of population has a strong impact both on the social and economic conditions in the areas 
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concerned (Magnusson & Turner, 2003, p.35). Even though this phenomenon takes place 

in a global scale, the current thesis will be focused in the Swedish context which is an area 

of interest for the researcher.  

 

1.1 Framing the problem 

While most of the European countries undergo a period of crisis, Sweden is prospering in 

terms of population increase and growth of economy. Nonetheless it is also among the 

countries that have been affected by demigration trends and some of its regions are on the 

verge of extinction. In such occasions, what is observed is the fact that older people 

outnumber significantly young people (Amcoff & Westholm, 2007), while a significant 

percentage of the latter choose to relocate to metropolitan areas. The problem behind that is 

that since younger people abandon these areas, high chance is that in the near future they 

will become deserted lands, when the last residents will cease to exist. As an effect, the 

municipalities concerned, tend to decline both in terms of population and economic 

prosperity. The results of this phenomenon become evident in different sectors; from 

inability to provide public services to taxation imbalances, to name but a few (Meijer & 

Syssner, 2017, p.59). This can ultimately lead to the reduction of self-sufficiency of the 

areas concerned at a great degree. Undoubtedly this works contradictory in a way, 

considering the fact that Sweden undergoes a phase of expansion and thus densification of 

the residential areas is one of the strategies of development for the close future 

(Fredriksson et al., 2013). With densification, commuting distances are minimized resulting 

to reduce of consumed energy while also preventing the cities from expanding outwardly 

and the list with the pros continues. But densification concerns mostly urban areas, so here 

arises the question, what about rural areas? Should densification be the main concern 

capturing all the attention of planners and policy makers to the major cities and leave the 

rural ones without residents? As it seems, it is a national challenging task to acknowledge 

the potentials that the different types of cities have so as to prepare for future situations 

(OECD, 2017). 

Our era is based, at a great degree, on technology, and regions that previously used to rely 

on traditional sectors such as agriculture and forestry tend to experience a downgrade. As a 

result the gradual abandonment of them is increasing day after day. However, it is an 

undeniable fact that problems associated with a demographic decline are not to be 

neglected. The municipalities concerned have to choose between two different directions, 

either to adapt to the situation or to seek ways for turning it. By studying the three 

comprehensive plans of the major cities of Sweden (Fredriksson et al., 2013),  what 

becomes quite obvious is the urge to create cohesive and sustainable cities that could attract 

more people and that could function independently offering all kind of services, wide 

labour market and education. Unfortunately the latter concerns only the metropolitan areas 
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thus leaving the countryside unplanned. As such, one realizes that bigger cities indeed seem 

to constitute the focus of policymakers and stakeholders. Isn’t it paradoxical, to talk about 

development, when (as mentioned above) there are so many areas in a phase of extinction? 

Especially at a time when the dialogue for notions such as sustainability and growth is 

extensive, focusing just on the main cities creates a form of injustice and inequality. As a 

matter of fact one of the goals for sustainable development according to United Nations 

(2018) is to maintain cities and communities ‘in a way that continues to create jobs and 

prosperity while not straining land and resources’ (Goal 11- sustainable cities and 

communities). There is no definition whether this should include only major regions. With 

this it becomes clear that maintaining and striving for the development of all kinds of cities, 

regardless their size, is crucial.  

 

1.2 The advantages of residing in the countryside 

As mentioned earlier the gap between rural and urban areas is deep both in terms of 

population and of offered services. Living in urban areas has undeniably a number of 

advantages. Countryside nevertheless contains some remarkable attributes that big cities 

can’t offer to the residents. To begin with, as noted in the OECD (2017, p.22) report, 

housing quality is more advanced in rural Swedish areas, when compared to the urban 

ones. The housing shortage is quite widespread in the Swedish context, where the 

availability is limited and the costs (especially for renting) are very high. Nonetheless rural 

areas have to offer more affordable housing and of better quality. In general, housing 

opportunities differ from the big cities since in peripheral regions one can own a single 

house, have his/her own garden and cultivate own fruit and vegetables. What is more, 

living in the countryside means that residents can enjoy the natural, scenic landscape while 

living a healthier life and follow a more carefree lifestyle. According to OECD (2017) 

report again, it seems that rural areas actually show good performance in terms of general 

well-being (income, housing, life satisfaction and so forth). This means that those people 

residing in such areas not only have job opportunities, but also receive a satisfying salary 

so as to cover their needs. Apart from that, countryside offers a beautiful landscape while 

additionally it provides a safer environment for children. They can ride their bikes and play 

outside without having the fear of getting hurt, in contrast to big cities were this is quite 

dangerous. Outdoor activities and hobbies connected to nature can also be performed in 

such environments (Pettersson, 2001, p.162). Moreover, in peripheral regions the 

relationships between the residents are more intimate, and this way they feel safer within 

their community. Communal behavior is common in such areas and for this the overall 

sense of belonging is indubitably advanced in the countryside.  

Taking the aforementioned into consideration and combined with the fact that rural areas 

especially in Sweden contribute to the country’s economy by exporting goods and due to 
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the abundance of natural resources (OECD, 2017, p.82), lead to the conclusion that they 

should be preserved. As referred previously Sweden is one of the most sparsely populated 

countries in Europe. With that said, one understands that there are some towns that can be 

quite isolated and this happens mostly in the northern part of the country. In such cases 

these towns need to be as autonomous as possible since they don’t have other functional 

areas in comfortable proximity to depend on (for services, emergencies and so forth).  

 

1.3 Purpose and research questions 

 The objective of this study is through the literature and the use of a case study of the 

municipality of Åre, to investigate what kind of methods could a municipality follow in 

order to reverse population decline. As a result the overarching research question that arises 

is: how can rural municipalities deal with population decline? More specifically, what kind 

of solutions could be initiated so as to repopulate rural Swedish areas? The negative results 

of the depopulation wave will be discussed as well to gain a better insight of the 

phenomenon. For this a secondary research question that seeks for an answer is: what are 

the negative results that an area has to face when loosing population? The options for an 

area are two: either to adapt to the situation finding solutions that would ensure its 

functionality or to seek for possible ways to turn it. In this paper the focus will be the 

second alternative, therefore possible initiatives for prospective growth will be analyzed. In 

order to answer the research questions the researcher will try to investigate what are the 

formal frameworks provided from governmental or EU instruments regarding the 

phenomenon, but also to seek for other informal initiatives carried out by local stakeholders 

(citizens, sports clubs and local organizations to name but a few).  

The study is organized in five discrete sections. A review of the literature comes next and is 

followed by a section outlining the methodology used. In the fourth section the importance 

of both top-down and bottom-up initiatives are discussed through the use of a case study, 

leading to a concluding section wrapping up the paper. 

 

1.4 Limitations 

The current study investigates the phenomenon having as focus the Swedish context. Hence 

the conditions for increasing a municipality's population number may differentiate among 

other countries. Every area has unique characteristics and there can be no certain and strict 

rule on how to react against the phenomenon of depopulation. Furthermore the results of 

the negative population trends may not be met in the same way and degree in every 

affected area since the circumstances and the background in each one may differ at a large 
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extent. Nevertheless this study can provide a general toolkit regarding the topic concerned 

which could probably be applied within the European Union. 

2. Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework addresses the previous conducted research regarding the topic of 

the population decline met in rural areas and how municipalities can act in the attempt to 

reverse it. In the endeavor to gain as much information as possible regarding the 

phenomenon, it is of necessity to get familiar with relevant literature. This way the 

researcher will be able to analyze prior findings extracted from other publications and spot 

the research gaps. Demographic decline in rural areas has long been debated in Sweden; 

thereby the number of published papers is remarkable. For this paper the author used 

mostly reports referring to rural population decline (reasons, effects and ways for changing 

it) but also articles from local online newspapers complemented by reports from the EU 

targeted specifically in Sweden. The diversity and the abundance of the literature helped 

the author cross-validate that the information used are accurate. Moreover after conducting 

the literature review the shaping of the research questions became more clear and well-

based.  

 

2.1 Regional growth and prospective settlers 

Contemporary planning theory emphasizes growth as being the main policy target in 

Europe (Syssner & Meijer, 2017). Depopulated areas need to receive special attention and 

be handled with alternative strategies compared to already flourishing areas. Since the 

phenomenon and the negative effects that it may bring were noticed, the dialog has started 

spreading among policy makers and authorities seeking alternatives on how to be handled. 

Sweden along with the EU also recognizes the value of preserving and developing rural 

areas, fact that will be further analyzed in the coming sections. 

To begin with, what is of great interest is that in 2015 Sweden introduced (and recently has 

asked for a revision) the National Strategy for Sustainable Regional Growth and 

Attractiveness 2015-2020 (OECD, 2017, p.3) so as to develop a new cohesive rural policy 

using the OECD framework as guideline. It includes actors coming not only from 

government offices but also from regional authorities and non-governmental organizations. 

As mentioned in the report, one of the topics under discussion is the concern that peripheral 

areas were neglected in the past, thus they are in need of development. It seemed 

imperative to have a cohesive strategy regarding rural growth since there has been a 

common agreement that these specific areas were left unnoticed. This strategy came as a 

replacement to the National Strategy for Regional Competitiveness, Entrepreneurship and 

Employment 2007-13 (OECD, 2017, p.49) and is regarded as a top-down initiative, but on 

the standpoint there are the bottom-up approaches. Both are really important for the 
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prospective development of a rural area and ought to be mentioned, therefore they will be 

analyzed at a later stage.  

Attracting more inhabitants is a task that the municipalities have to undertake so as to 

achieve regional growth. Several publications refer to foreign-born migrants as the best 

target group for rural repopulation. Not just due to the fact that they will actually offer 

more residents in number, but for other vital reasons as well. As Hedberg & Haandrikman, 

(2014) argue, international migrants not only will contribute to the ethnical diversity of the 

rural landscape, but will also turn it into a heterogeneous and dynamic one. In their paper 

they also present paradigms from the world, showing that immigrants indeed can transform 

rural areas in a positive way. One of the interests of the writers is the general characteristics 

of the migrants moving to rural areas, such as age, gender and ethnic origin. More 

specifically they mention that populations born in areas out of Scandinavia are most prone 

to move to urban areas, but on the contrary Scandinavians tend to move to the countryside 

(Haandrikman & Hedberg, 2014, p.130). Regarding age, middle aged and pensioners as 

part of their retirement plan show also a preference to rural regions. They seem to 

appreciate other values concerning their living environment than younger generations. As 

mentioned previously foreign born populations tend to move to bigger cities, but they 

probably don’t have all the background information regarding rural areas when they choose 

where to settle. Haandrikman & Hedberg (2014) cite that assimilation of immigrants in 

rural areas will tremendously contribute to both ethnical and age diversity within these 

regions enhancing social and economic sustainability. What is more, they could alter the 

limited labour market that is offered by introducing new knowledge.  

Other publications differ in their analysis and while some of them focus more on the target 

groups of possible residents, others seek to understand the benefits of an upcoming increase 

in population. All the previously mentioned data are essential when it comes to shaping 

strategies for rural development. Fjertop (2014) on the other hand points out the economic 

benefits coming from population growth. Public services, taxes and fees are closely 

connected notions which are affected by the overall number of residents. Growth doesn’t 

necessarily mean turning all regions into metropolitan areas. In this paper with population 

growth what is implied is repopulation of the regions phasing decline. It is argued that the 

situation especially of the peripheral rural regions will worsen in the coming decades 

(Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2010, p.21) therefore it is high time to act. At this point, it should 

be particularly noted that in Sweden there is a political pressure for keeping fees low for 

the benefit of the citizens (Fjertorp, 2014, p.52). One of Fjertop’s (2014, p.59) research 

results is that decrease in population means higher capital cost per connected individual. 

This fact strengthens the belief that depopulation has negative effects to those left behind 

since they will have to share the expenditures. The study though is limited to waste and 

wastewater operational costs therefore the outcomes could not be applied to all levels. 
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2.2  Defining rural areas 

In the past as rural were simply termed the areas that were not urban, but today it is widely 

accepted that a definition is more complex than that. Regarding Sweden’s territorial and 

institutional framework (OECD, 2017, p.10), the country consists from 20 County Councils 

(landsting) and 290 municipalities (kommuner).  Each municipality is responsible for both 

spatial planning and land use allocation (Fredriksson et al., 2013). The only binding 

document when it comes to the planning process is the Comprehensive Plan which covers 

an entire municipality (Hosper & Syssner, 2018, p.103). Defining what is considered as 

rural in Sweden is imperative, taking into consideration that Sweden has a unique 

landscape character, and most of the cities are relatively small. It is recognized that the 

types of rural regions vary therefore categorizing them is important so as to provide a 

general framework in terms of policy responses (OECD, 2017, p.83). In OECD (2017, 

p.23) is mentioned the following: 

 The Swedish Agency for Growth Policy Analysis (Tillväxtanalys) has developed its own 

territorial classification largely adapted from the OECD taxonomy. The basic 

classification contains three types of municipalities that are determined by identifying: 

municipalities with less than 20% of their population in rural areas and a total population 

of at least 500 000 in adjacent municipalities (predominantly urban); other municipalities 

with less than 50% of their population in rural areas (intermediate); and, municipalities 

with at least 50% of their population in rural areas (predominantly rural). With regards to 

population density, a rural area is characterized as such when the population density is 

below 150 inhabitants per square kilometer (OECD, 2017, p.90).  

According to the Swedish Association of local Authorities and Regions (2016) rural 

municipalities and areas are defined as it follows: 

Smaller towns/urban areas and rural municipalities  

 Small towns - municipalities with a population of at least 15 000 inhabitants in the 

largest urban area.  

 Commuting municipalities near small towns - municipalities where more than 30 % of 

the working populations commute to work in a small town/ urban area or more than 30 

% of the employed day population lives in another municipality.  

 Rural municipalities - municipalities with a population of less than 15 000 inhabitants 

in the largest urban area, very low commuting rate (less than 30 %)  

 Rural municipalities with a visitor industry – municipalities in rural area that fulfill at 

least two criteria for visitor industry, i.e. number of overnight stays, retail-, restaurant- 

or hotel turnover per head of population. 
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The list above may be confusing therefore the following definition will make things more 

clear: ‘In Sweden urban areas are defined as localities with at least 200 inhabitants’ 

(Pettersson, 2001, p.160). This means that all areas that do not belong to these localities are 

considered as rural areas. With this one realizes that a significant number of the Swedish 

municipalities fall to the category of rural areas. For this the OECD report makes one more 

categorization of the rural areas, identifying three distinct types according to their linkages 

with urban regions (OECD, 2017, p.85). The three types have different features and needs; 

therefore they demand other kind of policies for development. 

Categorization of rural areas according to their linkages to urban areas: 

1) Rural areas within a functional urban area. 

2) Rural regions close to a functional urban area. 

3a)Remote rural regions where settlements are near each other, which allows strong    

interactions. 

3b)Remote rural regions where settlements are few and widely dispersed, which limits 

interactions. 

With regards to this categorization, what becomes clear is the fact that among other things, 

the proximity to an urban center is an important factor for planning processes. For example 

rural areas within a functional urban area (1
st
 category) are more likely to be dependent to 

the urban area and at some point be integrated into it. 

During the time that OECD (2017, p.14) report was in its writing process, the Swedish 

nation conducted discussions considering merging some of the counties (as it did in 1997) 

and reduce them from 21 to 6, a number that is undeniably far smaller.  The reason behind 

this was the achievement of better regional management. This proposal however was 

withdrawn for the moment since they realized that the solution of mergers is not as simple 

as it may seem. 

 

2.3  Population shifts and results of population decline 

In general, Swedes move more or less ten times in their lifetimes (Magnusson & Turner, 

2003, p.37). A percentage of 80% of these moves concern short distances less than 50 

kilometers. It seems that the age group most prone to relocate ranges between 20 and 30 

years. According to statistical data only 8% of the total population and 5% of the foreign-

born population in Sweden live in rural areas (Haandrikman & Hedberg, 2014, p.132) 

while the rest of it is located in the urban areas. For this, it becomes obvious that the 

population gap seems huge between rural and urban regions. The actual residents of such 
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areas (rural) are mostly adults (and mainly old) or middle-aged people, since for younger 

generations these are not considered as attractive regions to live. New generation 

constitutes both the prospective workforce of a place, but also makes it livelier with the 

very energy this group has. Moreover they constitute the main reason for the existence of 

most recreational amenities (cinemas, sports fields, gyms etc.). By losing a substantial 

percentage of young people, maintaining specific amenities may turn to be an overbearing 

task. In general local communities have to face severe consequences due to the 

phenomenon (Meijer & Syssner, 2017), and as being understood this regards both the 

community as an entity and also the individuals themselves.   

One of the country’s objectives (Fjertorp, 2014) is to provide all kind of services in the best 

quality to every citizen. In addition to that, every single resident should have access to 

welfare services regardless his/her place of residence. In rural areas though, this could 

sometimes become impossible if people keep moving out and the region is shrinking. 

Everyday life for those who stayed back may become harder when services are starting to 

be limited or even diminish. There are examples in that schools were forced to close down 

due to lack of students (Li et al., 2016), services were characterized as incompetent and 

very often health centers were not located in reasonable distances. This means that the 

respective region is not self-sufficient and people need to commute to adjacent areas to 

cover potential necessities. Another change that may come as a consequence is the negative 

adjustment of public transport (for instance reduction of scheduled bus routes). 

Furthermore the costs for selling buildings and plots rise (Meijer & Syssner, 2017), fact the 

makes the region unapproachable to possible settlers. Technology is an indispensable part 

of people’s lives in our times. As cited in the OECD (2017, p.24) report poor broadband 

connections and limited access to services are met among others in remote areas which 

results to a negative image of the countryside. Introducing broadband requires a great 

amount of investments, and if the number of residents is very low and it keeps decreasing, 

the implementation of it is difficult to take place. As an aftereffect, those are sufficient 

reasons to consider such rural places undesirable to live. Another fact is that in rural areas 

agriculture is usually the main occupation and highly educated migrants will not be 

attracted to live there given the labour market conditions. No need to wonder then why the 

number of people that choose to abandon these areas is significant. The comparison 

between living in urban versus living in rural areas is unavoidable. I presume that every 

single individual, when he/she has to decide where to live has to do this comparison and 

measure the pros and cons, therefore rural regions are in need to be competitive in a way, 

by offering alternative way of living.   
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2.4 Why relocating to rural areas can be a difficult task   

It is an undeniable fact that the antagonism between urban and rural areas takes place in a 

global level. In Sweden (and in other countries of course, but in this paper the research is 

limited to Sweden), one could well say that it works as a vicious cycle. Rural areas have 

less to offer, regarding services, entertainment and education when comparing them with 

urban areas. Since they offer less, it is quite rational that youngsters and people with 

children would like to change location, and this would consequently lead to demigration. In 

turn, considering that the population of a rural area is low, the potential of creating more 

services, shopping centers and so forth, would be illogical. Especially for those who don’t 

wish to be car-dependent, relocation to such areas seems impossible (Niedomysl & 

Amcoff, 2010, p.4). 

What also works as a negative factor is that, quite usually the number of houses or 

apartments offered for rent in the countryside is limited. People who are leaving these 

areas, most of the times keep their former house as a second, vacation house. In contrast, 

people who wish to move to rural areas don’t always intent, nor have the ability to buy a 

house, but prefer to rent one (Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2010, p.4). This fact, along with the 

small percentage of jobs offered, is a deterrent element for actually selecting these certain 

areas as a place to live. Especially immigrants, who would like to move to the countryside, 

could encounter enormous problems finding a shelter. According to surveys (Haandrikman 

& Hedberg, 2014, p.131) educated and not self-employed people show less interest in 

living in rural areas. Furthermore those with higher income would like to spend their lives 

in urban areas, and this consequently means that a potential wide target group is excluded. 

It is extremely interesting how income and education can influence the selection of 

residence area. 

Analyzing demography in rural areas is essential so as to delve into real numbers, 

especially when it comes to inmigration. People living in close proximity to the major 

cities, usually don’t express a need for relocation. This fact, specifically in Sweden, 

concerns areas that are located to the southern part, which is more densely populated. On 

the other hand, the northern part of the country is the one where the phenomenon is more 

striking. Amcoff & Westholm (2007, p.4) corroborate this statement by mentioning that the 

smaller a region is, the more dependent it becomes to its adjacent ones and when the first is 

isolated this may cause problems. In fact the regions facing the most significant problems 

are the ones which are isolated and not in close proximity to relatively big towns. 
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2.5 Attracting new inhabitants 

2.5.1 Residential preferences 

Changing population composition within rural agglomerations seems essential so as to keep 

balanced communities in long term. According to Niedomysl and Amcoff (2010) there 

have been researches, trying to analyze the individuals’ residential preferences. In previous 

sections of this paper, it was discussed which groups of people expressed the will to 

relocate to peripheral areas. As a matter of fact what was concluded was that the percentage 

of people that expressed a will for relocation was by far smaller than those who actually did 

relocate (Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2010, p.2). Changing one’s base is undeniably one hard 

decision, and many people are apparently hesitant to make radical changes in their 

lifestyles and habits. First of all, an important fact is that native-born population despite 

declaring that they would prefer moving to the countryside they actually rarely decide to 

make the final step. The biggest target group for repopulating rural Sweden is international 

migrants and especially women following their partners. Over the last years the 

international migration wave has been very intense for Sweden, which has received quite a 

big number of migrants and asylum seekers, seeking a better future and quality of life. 

Therefore, one of the most notable characteristics of the Swedish country is ethnic diversity 

(Haandrikman & Hedberg, 2014). For this reason, houses in such areas need to be offered 

in reasonable prices. 

Another remarkable variable for choosing the place of living is the distance from 

metropolitan cities. In general the figure of people who stated that countryside would be 

their first choice is rather notable. Nevertheless the problems attached to such districts (as 

referred above) are working as obstacles and they remain hesitant. People do often prefer to 

be as closer to big cities as possible, and this makes sense in terms of being able to have 

access to all kind of goods and entertainment or recreation. Of grave importance are the 

offered amenities within a region as well as employment opportunities (Niedomysl & 

Hansen, 2010). As argued a variety of offered amenities, attract talented people (Florida, 

2002) (cited in Niedomysl & Hansen, 2010) thus consequently creating competitive 

environments. It is fundamental that an area can be independent to some extent and provide 

more than the basic services to its residents. Since life trends have changed over the last 

decades and peoples’ life expectancy is prolonged nowadays, the number of people at the 

age of retirement is also increasing. Some pensioners choose to spend the rest of their lives 

after their retirement in the countryside. For them labour market considerations do not 

constitute a factor for choosing the place of relocation (Magnusson & Turner, 2003, p.51). 

This means that provision of labour market may not be important for a significant 

percentage of home seekers (Niedomysl, 2010, p.99). Still this doesn’t mean that job 

provision isn’t an important factor.  Moreover technology is a factor that holds a salient 

place in choosing a place to live. Working from home has become widespread thus making 

it possible not to have to commute to work. Therefore, being able to have access to 
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broadband seems vital.  All the aforementioned characteristics are elements that attribute 

attractiveness to a place. They can be summarized divided into the following categories: 

 Natural and environmental quality. 

 Housing market conditions. 

 Provision of amenities and services. 

 Job opportunities. 

Taken all the above into consideration, what deems nonnegotiable is the fact that 

policymakers should by all means create a repopulation strategy for rural Sweden, and 

consequently turn the areas into attractive destinations for potential citizens. At this point it 

is worth to be mentioned that one of the government’s policy was to redistribute the service 

structures as to avoid big gaps between municipalities. The implementation of this policy 

though hasn’t brought the desired effects. The gaps do exist not only in the service delivery 

sector, but also in infrastructure.  

 

2.6 Possible solutions for repopulating and developing rural areas 

For all the reasons mentioned previously the rest of this section will investigate initiatives 

and strategies for repopulation purposes. There will be presented both government-led 

processes and informal practices implemented by residents and communal organizations. 

When it comes to spatial planning in Sweden, every municipality is responsible for 

practicing it in its own territory while having some nationally scaled frameworks (such as 

citizens’ participation) that need to be included or followed (Fredriksson et al., 2013). It 

could be argued that local authorities hold the monopoly over the planning processes. This 

includes rural areas which when facing depopulation, need to find out themselves how to 

deal with it.  

As being understood from all the aforementioned, rural municipalities are not unaware of 

the depopulation trends. Sweden is not the first country facing this phenomenon; thereby 

there are some examples or guidelines that could be taken as paradigms from other 

countries. It is underlined in the book written by Fredriksson et al (2013) that the need of 

comprehensive plans for every municipality has been urgent, but of similar importance is 

the need for rural planning. This is also highlighted in the report conducted by OECD 

(2017, p.24), where what is clearly mentioned is that unfortunately Sweden doesn’t have so 

far a coherent strategy/policy regarding rural development. There may be no coherent 

strategies for rural development, but there are other kind of incentives deriving either form 

EU programmes or from local awareness and participation. The rest of this part of the 

paper will include initiatives aiming to the development of an area which will consequently 

lead to population growth. In recent times, some municipalities have tried to promote their 
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lands in a way to attract citizens and alter the age structure. Their emphasis was put in 

attracting industries and tourists. Industries could be a means of municipal income and also 

job providers, but there is more that should be done. Apart from this, industries and 

especially foreign ones don’t care about the area’s growth but on the contrary for their own 

profit, and they shouldn’t be blamed for that. The attention of rejuvenating approaches 

needs to be drawn to other sectors. 

The two general strategies that could promote population growth are the increase of 

employment opportunities and the construction of new dwellings (Niedomysl, 2006). The 

way that new dwellings should be valued though, is quite controversial. With that said I 

mean that, if the price of a house is relatively high, that in a way implies that an area is of 

high status. In contrary, regarding this case the possibility of having byers of lower income 

trying to invest in those areas is unlikely. On the other hand the apartments’ prices ought to 

be competitive versus those in the biggest cities (such as Stockholm) if counter-

urbanization is to be achieved. One of the benefits of living in the countryside is the 

affordable price of housing after all. 

The findings regarding residence preferences are not insignificant and could also constitute 

guidelines for the areas concerned, so as to achieve population growth. Comfortable 

transportation to and from the bigger cities would also be a benefit. Nowadays people are 

more willing to commute to another city exclusively for their job if the transport system 

offered is convenient. At this point it becomes evident that the collaboration or even the 

merge of neighboring small municipalities is crucial. By doing this all the services could be 

shared and at the end densification on a suburban level will take place. It seems that the 

metropolitan regions and the medium cities are competitive to one another. On the other 

hand competitiveness among small municipalities at this state of condition is not helpful 

and won’t lead to development. Furthermore, as many have also argued, just the 

implementation of new facilities such as sports fields, cinemas and so forth could be proved 

pretty efficient (Söderberg, 2015). Nevertheless local governments can lack the necessary 

funds for such investments. This may result to increase in taxes for the residents left behind 

so as to be able to gather the resources for implementing this kind of strategies. Who and 

for what reason intent to plan the respective areas are basic questions need to be grounded 

from the very beginning. Entertainment is indeed of grave importance in our times, but still 

this process itself is not adequate. When combining it with attractive households, 

abundance of workplaces and access to high educational institutions, then we can speak of 

a success story. The importance of investments to new strategies is binding and can’t be 

avoided. The strategies should have a long term vision and those participating ought to 

keep in mind that a respectable amount of funds should be available. Municipalities, 

residents and stakeholders should actively participate throughout the whole process so as 

the approach of the solutions to be holistic. 

 



16 | P a g e  

 

2.6.1 Top-down initiatives  

2.6.1.1 General guidelines provided by the OECD Regional Development Policy 

Committee (RDPC) 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is an 

intergovernmental economic organization with 35 member countries which focuses in 

promoting policies that will improve the economic and social well-being of people around 

the world (OECD, 2018). The 2010 OECD territorial review provided a number of 

suggestions to the Swedish state regarding regional sustainable growth. 

Despite the fact that OECD provides an extensive list of recommendations, following them 

is not binding and moreover the organization doesn’t offer any subsidies. What is 

mentioned though (OECD, 2017, p.27) is that for the implementation of policies have been 

used central level earmarked grants. Furthermore, a list of 12 principles referring to 

recommendations in terms of public investments is also included within the report. 

The following recommendations were presented as key priorities regarding rural areas in 

the OECD report: 

 Better connection of rural areas to cities, increasing access to broadband, and 

promoting service delivery innovation (OECD, 2017, p.22). 

 Regional universities also need to undertake the role of dealing with youth 

unemployment (OECD, 2017, p.50). 

 The integration of immigrants into the labour market is one of the high priorities 

(OECD, 2017, p.53). 

These three recommendations are highlighted as important factors of development but one 

should look at them with a critical eye. It is indeed important to have adequate connection 

with the cities so people won’t feel isolated. Such networks though, especially in sparsely 

populated regions are not cost-efficient (Hosper & Syssner, 2018, p.105). Provision of 

broadband promotes equity and additionally innovation in the service delivery sector will 

make everyday life easier. Furthermore, since a noticeable number of services could well 

be web-based, easy access to broadband and Internet throughout the whole country is 

fundamental. As already mentioned Sweden is a sparsely populated country which aims to 

deliver all the necessary services to all residents. According to statistics (Statistics Sweden, 

n.d.), people in the age group over 65 years old constitute the 19.8% of the country’s 

population. This certain group has a high demand of healthcare services. For this issue, and 

taking the aforementioned into consideration the state attempted to establish e-healthcare 

services (OECD, 2017, p.66), which also emphasizes the need for a fine grounded 

broadband. It is not sure though, whether older generations will be capable of using e-

services. 
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With regard to immigrants, there seems to be a common agreement that they constitute a 

group that could change population numbers significantly. But some regions could also 

focus on tourism in order to attract more people and by people I am not referring to the 

tourists themselves. Promoting tourism would mean that there will be more job 

opportunities so as to support it, thus calling for job seekers that will ultimately lead to 

more inhabitants. 

According to (Pettersson, 2001) it has been noted that rural areas which have a university 

have shown growth in terms of population. Therefore it is rational to take this into 

consideration and suggest that universities should deal with youth unemployment but how 

exactly is this going to happen? What is suggested in the OECD report (2017, p.50) is that 

they should built links between the students and prospective employers. One thing that 

should be also mentioned though is that adding more universities into the Swedish country 

is not an optimal solution, since they are probably not necessarily needed for producing 

new knowledge. Furthermore academic education ought not to be guided by labour market 

needs, but should remain focused in the actual teaching process. On the other hand 

university cities attract students that will reside in the area for the duration of their studies 

and also need to be offered services and facilities. For this, it may be considered possible 

that the introduction of a new institution could mean attraction of more permanent 

inhabitants since the labour market will be wider. 

Another highly important suggestion is that regions located in the northern part of the 

country should consider mergers since the conditions for creating ‘mega regions’ (OECD, 

2017, p.33) are favorable. As mentioned previously though, Sweden has set this suggestion 

aside for the time being.  

Last but not least what is particularly underlined as top objectives within the OECD report 

is innovation, entrepreneurship and regional spatial planning (OECD, 2017, p.116). Special 

attention should be paid though in preserving the identity of the areas concerned and keep a 

balance in terms of what it attributes the characterization of rural (apart from the 

population). As already mentioned, rural idyll is an element that possible settlers seem to 

appreciate in peripheral areas, thus the protection of this identity should be safeguarded.  

 

2.6.1.2 Rural Development Programme 

Rural growth is an issue touched upon from the EU, and for which it has launched certain 

programs. The Rural Development Programme (RDP) (Swedish Association of Local 

Authorities and Regions, 2016) is one of them and is funded by the EU, the State and some 

other public sources. The objectives of this programme as are targeted for Sweden are the 

following: 



18 | P a g e  

 

 Foster the competitiveness of agriculture. 

 Ensure sustainable management of natural resources and climate change measures. 

 Achieve a balanced territorial development of rural economies and communities 

Agriculture used to be the main labour market for rural areas, but since the service market 

is nowadays more widespread, agricultural activities have lost their status. For that reason 

fostering the industry of agriculture is a way of promoting the countryside while also 

highlighting its unique features. Making the agricultural sector attractive may invite more 

people to tackle with it, thus leading to population growth. Additionally, sustainable use of 

natural resources is also an advantage since sustainable development in general is one of 

the key objectives especially within the Swedish environment. Nevertheless this measure is 

not a factor that would alone attract more citizens to a rural area. The economic conditions 

of an area are quite an important factor for residents, because if it is balanced this means 

that it offers the sense of safety to the inhabitants, securing them working opportunities. 

Therefore infrastructure, agriculture and social protection are essential elements for an 

inhabitant so as to feel protected when residing in a certain rural living environment.  

The overarching goal of the program is to achieve ‘smart and sustainable growth for all’ 

(Swedish Agency for Economic and Regional Growth, 2016, pp.52-53). This makes it one 

of the key funding resources for sustainable rural development. The estimated time 

framework for this was 2014-2020 and the budget offered for it is 4.3 billion euro. One 

important stand of the programme is that all rural areas should have access to convenience 

stores and fuel stations, and for that specific funds go directly to realizing these. Thinking 

rationally, one of the major problems of rural areas is that they don’t offer as much services 

as the urbanized regions. Convenience stores can in cases undertake the role of providing 

multiple services, thus replenishing services that are vital and are missing.  This could 

alleviate the area in terms of provided services as well, thus enhancing its image. 

Furthermore, regarding agriculture, it is claimed that alterations using sustainability 

guidelines should be introduced to foster development. Examples about this are replacing 

older equipment which is harmful for the environment and also funding renewable energy 

facilities. This is not a factor that could be used as means of achieving population growth, 

but still making agricultural activities less complicated and harmful may gain a broader 

audience.   

Last but not least, what should be mentioned at this point is that the Rural Development 

Programme provides funding to community-led local development (CLLD) through the 

LEADER tool (see parts 2.7.1.4 and 2.7.2.3). 
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2.6.1.3 The Swedish Rural Network 

The Swedish rural network is a platform performing under the umbrella of the Rural 

Development Programme (which has been analyzed previously) and the Maritime and 

Fisheries Program (Landsbygdsnätverket, 2018). The latter provide funding to the network 

which has as members all European countries assigned to a Rural Development 

Programme. Its mission is to bring together all the possible stakeholders tackling with rural 

and maritime development in Sweden. Exchange of experience and knowledge between 

member countries are also encouraged through the network. Interacting with actors that are 

also dealing, or have already dealt with similar issues, constitutes invaluable source of 

information thus enabling possible pitfalls. Since the phenomenon of depopulation has 

been evident on a global level, learning from each other can speed up the growth process. It 

is true that not all areas share the same features, but some strategies could apply to different 

situations. Another positive aspect of the platform is that the results of the taken actions can 

be transcribed and evaluated which will be useful for future occasions.  

The objectives of the Swedish rural network are described as it follows: 

 Increase stakeholder participation in rural development, including fisheries and 

aquaculture as well as local development. 

 Increase the quality of the implementation of the Rural Development Program, the Sea 

and Fisheries Program and the Local Development Program. 

 Public and potential beneficiaries should be informed of the possibilities of the 

programs. 

 Innovations should be promoted (Landsbygdsnätverket, 2018, p.3). 

 

Since Rural Network is closely connected to the Rural Development Programme, one 

realizes that the opinions and collaboration with people that are aware of the real problems 

of their area, is important for the EU. As understood, innovation here is also supported, 

same as in the OECD report (which was analyzed previously). The latter will also be more 

enhanced if young people also participate in the network (Landsbygdsnätverket, 2017, p.6). 

It is actually also mentioned that in case of the involvement of this particular group, this 

will have as result to make them be more engaged to rural development (and probably to 

agricultural activities) while at the same time bridging generation gap. At this point, it is 

worth to highlight that if younger people are included in the development processes this 

may work as a deterrent factor for them to relocate to bigger cities. As mentioned in 

previous part, the greater percentage of people leaving rural areas is the one consisting of 

young people. 

As a conclusion for this part, what is apparent is the fact that rural growth is the epicenter 

of the initiative analyzed. By promoting innovation new job positions will be available thus 
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inviting new residents. The benefits of this strategy will have visible effects not only with 

the attraction of new inhabitants, but also with the transformation of the rural environment. 

As mentioned previously, our era is highly depended on technology, which means that 

innovation will enhance the attractiveness of a place. 

 

2.6.1.4  EU LEADER  

LEADER is a method provided by the European Network for Rural Development (ENRD). 

The latter is a platform which has the objective to work as a hub for spreading knowledge 

regarding European rural areas, the challenges they are facing and methods that could 

result to their improvement. Moreover the aforementioned hub was established in 2008 

(European network for rural development, 2018), and is responsible for the implementation 

of certain programmes. The objectives include four policies (European network for rural 

development, 2016): 

 Foster agriculture’s competitiveness.  

 Ensure the sustainable management of natural resources and consider climate action. 

 Achieve a balanced regional rural development regarding economies and communities, 

while also including creation of job opportunities. 

What seems to be of great interest is that according to the publication, what is expected 

within the 2014-2020 framework is the creation of 117500 jobs that are not related with 

agriculture. This means that people who are not interested in participating to agricultural 

activities, can still find a job in rural areas. Furthermore, since the job opportunities will 

multiply, this will ultimately constitute an attraction of more people to the peripheral areas.  

‘LEADER is a local development method which has been used for 20 years to engage local 

actors in the design and delivery of strategies, decision-making and resource allocation for 

the development of their rural areas’ (European network for rural development, 2018). 

They are attempting to bring together a number of actors (residents, stakeholders, investors 

and so forth) so as to encourage local communities plan their own development. Despite 

the fact that LEADER is a top-down process, what is actually trying to achieve is to 

promote bottom-up initiatives. It works as a guiding force for Local Development 

Strategies (LDS), which require active participation from the local community for shaping 

their plans and proposals so as to achieve regional development. Financial resources for the 

realization of the plans come mostly from the European Union. It is boldly highlighted that 

the initiatives should come from people living in the respective areas concerned and not 

from outside actors. Finally an interesting fact is that for the years 2014-2020, it is 

calculated that about SEK 2 billion will be used for funding ‘Community-led local 

development in Sweden, including Swedish co-financing’ (Swedish Agency for Economic 

and Regional Growth, 2016, p.56). 
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Therefore apart from the new job openings which are scheduled to take place in rural areas 

and could lead to their repopulation, communal behavior will also be enhanced. As 

mentioned in previous part, the sense of belonging to a community adds to the list of the 

advantages when living in the countryside, fact that makes an area inviting to non-

inhabitants. 

 

2.6.2 Bottom- up initiatives 

Regarding bottom-up initiatives, Li et. al. (2016) composed a report, in which actions taken 

from citizens and local authorities are put into focus. As argued, undoubtedly having 

planning frameworks provided by the state or other higher instruments is a positive element 

but in many occasions they do not constitute a sufficient source so as to induce 

revitalization. Commitment and determination from the residents and local stakeholders of 

the respective area could be proven more than beneficial. In the report, two case studies are 

presented, one from China and the other from Sweden, indicating that initiatives taken from 

locals had altered the situation by attracting population. The latter is defined by Meijer & 

Syssner (2017, p.60) ‘as the concept of informality in planning’. As mentioned the gap of 

this kind of uncontrolled practices can be noticeable compared to government-led 

initiatives. Such planning processes are ‘established through everyday interaction, based 

on trust and personal network’ (Hosper & Syssner, 2018, p.104). Of fundamental 

importance though is the fact that even if bottom-up initiatives are being seen as influential, 

state’s support is still necessary at some point. Undeniably residents could think of 

concepts to act but in most occasions, funding, needs to come from more powerful sources. 

Sometimes initiatives are quite simple and can be easily managed, but for complex tasks, as 

handling money from investments, involving informal instruments may entail great risks 

(Hosper & Syssner, 2018, p.105). According to Li et al.(2016, p.507), for Sweden the most 

prominemt problems coming from the depopulation trends are bound to cultural and social 

issues. Therefore despite the fact that top-down policies may address concepts regarding 

revitalization, there is a danger that they ultimately won’t refelect the real needs of the local 

communities. Fortunately there has been other forms of informal planning and decision 

making, from local commitees and stakeholders who felt responsible for shaping their own 

living environments. What is realised then, is that in some cases informal practices can 

contribute significantly to formal planning processes (Hosper & Syssner, 2018, p.104) 

 

2.6.2.1 Rural Idyll as means of attraction 

Some municipalities in their attempt to attract more residents used marketing campaigns 

promoting life in the countryside. While some authors tried to analyze these initiatives, 

Niedomysl (2006) studied what other methods were used to attract people. He questioned 
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whether it is a meaningful and successful method to simply improve and promote the 

image of the place. It may have some positive results but not for long-term. In some cases it 

can work as a touristic attraction, but since the problem has deeper roots and is not only 

financial, looking for alternative solutions is crucial. Therefore in his paper he identified 

other types of marketing while considering migration flows.  

On a different basis Niedomysl and Amcoff (2010)  combine low fertility rates of the areas 

with the increasing number of younger people leaving them. They additionally mention that 

most marketing campaigns were targeted to families, which makes sense since according to 

the statistics and as already mentioned Swede’s would be willing to relocate to the 

countryside they just need a good reason to do that. Rural idyll has been promoted in 

Sweden and gained many admirers. This concerns lifestyle migrants as cited by Eimermann 

(2015, p.399), meaning people who in most cases are not only affluent but also impressed 

by the quality of life a rural area can offer. But these strategies should get wider and 

include people from other backgrounds to tie it with the aforementioned.  

 

2.6.2.2 Citizens’ participation as a means of informal planning 

With regard to the bottom-up actions taken from the communities it should be noted that in 

a sense, they work as informal planning practices. According to Hospers & Meijer (2018, 

p.101) informality takes place in areas that are percieved as peripheries.This type of 

planning starts from below, by residents, entrepreneurs and so forth in a spontaneous 

manner. Citizen’s awareness and involvement can result to the alteration of the situation; 

while at the same time enhance the sense of integration. It seems rationale that people who 

don’t express the need to leave their home, have an internal urge to protect it from 

shrinking and generally improve their living conditions. The fact that an area is getting 

smaller in terms of population doesn’t have as an effect the elimination of collective 

actions. Non-governmental actors (NGA’s) are often in constant contact with state 

instruments while also working independently and spontaneously (Meijer & Syssner, 

2017). In this case volunteers become the planning agents and what is implied is that the 

process needs to rely on the knowledge and skills of the volunteers (Meijer & Syssner, 

2017, p.462). Finding the needed financial resources for realizing ideas though may be a 

difficult task for the members involved. Therefore bottom-up initiatives in many cases 

cannot be exclusively independent from the government, as it has already been mentioned 

above. Having access to resources and gaining certain permissions is often necessary for 

the application of conceived projects. 

A cornerstone of citizen participation in Sweden was the creation of the association called 

‘Byalag’ which was the village board (Hosper & Syssner, 2018, p.102). In the past it used 

to have a more formal character, but in the areas that it still exists, people participating 



23 | P a g e  

 

usually meet, talk about problematic situations and try to solve them.  The pitfall of 

informal planning is that the outcome can be of benefit just for certain people (for example 

just for the existing residents) and without having a long-term framework in mind. On the 

contrary though, this kind of planning goes hand in hand with other features. What is 

particularly highlighted by Meijer & Syssner (2017, p.465) is that bottom-up initiatives 

resulted in the creation of pride and enhanced the sense of belonging in a great degree. 

Having an active voice, encourages residents and all actors involved to continue 

contributing to the community. Furtheromore civillians build up stronger bonds with each 

other at a personal level, fact that results in the creation of  feeling more safe within their 

living environment. One of the positive attributes that people seek in the countryside is the 

sense of belonging and the intimate relationships between them and their neighbors. 

Therefore by showing that people are collaborating in order to achieve the development of 

their community, the image of it is enhanced which could also work as a factor of attraction 

for new residents. 

 

2.6.2.3 Community Led Local Development (CLLD) 

 

A more organized tool, which is also based in the involvement of citizens at a local level, is 

the Community Led Local Development (CLLD). It is recognized that participation coming 

from locals in the development process for facing environmental, economic and social 

challenges may have an outstanding impact (Europa, 2013, p.5). Undeniably local actors 

are more aware about local challenges and for this reason, CLLD has no certain aim. In 

contrast it promotes the idea that, basis of every regional action should be grounded in the 

cooperation between public and private actors so as to act according to the very needs of 

the region (OECD, 2017, pp.111-12). The so called local action groups (LAGs) are 

responsible for identifying the priorities in need of funding and additionally they are 

pledged to form the necessary local development strategies. Designing strategies at a local 

level indicates that even in such turbulent times, responsibility taken by local communities 

can change the status quo.  

Among the funding sources are:  

1. European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD). 

2. The European Maritime and Fisheries Fund (EMFF). 

3. The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) . 

4. The European Social Fund (ESF). 

Specifically in Sweden the main goals are the intensification of entrepreneurship and 

enhancement of employment (Europa, n.d.). The funding sources used are ERDF and ESF. 

The managing instrument of this tool is the Swedish Board of Agriculture, but nevertheless 

since this is a bottom-up initiative it entails the danger of missing some opportunities due to 

limited coordination with other policy areas. What one could say is that this tool works 
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more like a bridge between bottom-up and top-down approaches in order to achieve better 

overall results.  

All in all through entrepreneurship the creation of new jobs and consequently increase of 

employment will come as result. As it was noted in a previous part, one of the main 

problems of peripheral areas is lack of employment opportunities, which makes them 

unattractive to prospective settlers, and also results to outmigration. For this, by creating 

new jobs the competitiveness of the regions is about to be reinforced. Offering employment 

opportunities is essential for a region’s development (both in terms of population and for 

the economy) and since the CLLD tool is a bottom-up initiative, social inclusion is 

enhanced. As a consequence the key players gain the feeling of satisfaction due to 

contribution to the labour market while new jobs are created.  With this tool, once again a 

reinforced sense of belonging is created and the image of the area is being enhanced, with 

both constituting strong elements for attractiveness in the eyes of possible new settlers.   

 

 

2.7 Conclusions   

 

As a concluding remark for this part of the paper, it should be noted that the general 

attempt so as to invite new residents is making the place as attractive as possible. As noted 

previously, when choosing where to settle one weighs the pros and cons of the potential 

areas for relocation in order to reach a final decision. Attractiveness of a place doesn’t 

really mean how pleasant it is in terms of natural beauty but it entails more factors. It rather 

means of course job opportunities, facilities for recreation, education options and overall 

quality of life. In other words it is the creation of desirable (rural) lifestyles. All these 

factors apply when a region wishes to have included people of all ages and genders. 

Nevertheless, the way every individual perceives attractiveness may vary at a great extent, 

since it differs for example between asylum seekers and locals. Niedomysl (2010) 

attempted to interpret the variables that attribute attractiveness to a place (from a migration 

perspective), but as argued this task is considered as complex even for researchers and 

policymakers. All the available tools as they were presented in this part, when used may 

change rural areas rapidly. It should be paid considerable attention though that every area is 

unique and there is not an optimal combination of which methods to use. It always depends 

on the needs and the goals that each area has. Nevertheless what deems imperative, is the 

constant dialogue between national, European and local authorities in order to exploit the 

full potential of the strategies. 

The purpose of the literature review is to find out and reveal the possible existing methods 

that could be used in order to turn depopulation trends in rural areas. Understanding the 

reasons behind the creation of the phenomenon is a vital factor for its alteration. In this part 

there were presented a number of top-down and bottom-up initiatives as referred in the 

literature that have been used as means for changing the perception of an area and 
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ultimately leading to the attraction of new inhabitants. What is expected to realize next, is 

whether these initiatives can be of actual use and thereby be of help to rural communities 

facing the phenomenon of depopulation. 

 

3. Research design and methods 

As previously seen in the literature review, the phenomenon of depopulation has gained 

enough attention so as to establish formal or informal initiatives coming from different 

actors with the purpose of dealing with it. At this point it should be underlined that since 

the existing tools are abundant, it is quite rational that not every region will use all of them 

and there is no certain combination of the ones that should definitely be implemented. For 

this reason what deems as imperative, is to find out how exactly can any specific region 

each time act so as to achieve desirable results. 

In this part of the study the used methods will be the object of discussion and more 

specifically the choices made regarding the design of the research. The methods that will be 

used in this paper are: case studies and document analysis which will be presented in the 

following paragraphs. A description of the collection of data will follow and after that the 

analysis of the data. The final part will be the limitations that the researcher had to 

encounter throughout the process of conducting the inquiry. The current paper is empirical 

based and seeks to find out the possible initiatives that an agglomeration can potentially 

follow when trying to achieve population growth. There will be presented both top-down 

and bottom-up approaches that the municipality concerned undertook. Transdisciplinary 

approaches from different actors will be regarded so as to reveal all the actions that may 

arise.  

 

3.1 Qualitative case studies 

The empirical foundation of this research paper is a single qualitative case study and 

concerns the municipality of Åre. The main research question as noted previously is how 

municipalities can deal with rural population decline. As cited by Yin for questions starting 

by asking ‘why and how’ case studies are preferred research methods (2008, p.6). ‘A case 

study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-

life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 

clearly evident’ (Yin, 2008, p.13). Therefore for better understanding of the way 

municipalities act in real situations, case studies drawn from the Swedish landscape will be 

used. In order to understand on a deeper level how rural areas have succeeded in attracting 

new settlers the use of the qualitative case study deemed as the suitable. ‘A case study is an 

intensive, observational study of a single case or a small number of cases which also 

promises to shed light on a larger population of cases’ (Gerring, 2017, p.36). Case studies 



26 | P a g e  

 

help to explore the topic more thoroughly and reveal actual facts to the reader. It helps the 

researcher to be as focused as possible on the selected topic and analyze certain phenomena 

in detail. Moreover in this case, since the paper is empirical it seeks to analyze and explain 

the actual initiatives that were implemented from areas that had indeed encountered and 

reversed depopulation trends. In order to be able to answer the research questions it was 

imperative to present real life examples and for this a specific successful example will be 

used in this research paper. This concerns the municipality of Åre which belongs to 

Jämtland County (Iän) and is located in the center of northern Sweden. According to Yin 

(2008), this method is using multiple sources of evidence; thereby at first statistical data 

regarding population in the studied municipality have been gathered from SCB (Statistics 

Sweden, n.d.), to be certain that population growth has been achieved. Additional 

information was drawn from relevant publications. Other policy documents, development 

plans for the municipality, articles and websites were consulted so as to complement the 

case. Finally as suggested by Gerring (2017, p.30), the fewer studied cases presented, the 

better they get investigated. As he specifically mentions: ‘In selecting a small basket of 

cases one is forced to prioritize among various goals’ (Gerring, 2017, p.42).  Therefore the 

use of a single-case study will allow better detailed investigation regarding the 

interventions that took place and explore whether the different approaches presented in the 

used literature, can be of use to deal with existing negative situations.  

 

3.2 Unit of analysis 

The unit of analysis for this paper is a single-case study regarding the municipality of Åre, 

which has successfully turned the negative population trends over the last years. The use of 

this example will help clarifying in a great degree whether the tools (or some of the tools) 

discussed in the theoretical background contributed to the area’s population growth. This 

will enable the combination of the collected data as analyzed in the literature review with 

the real-life example which will ultimately provide the answers for the research questions. 

 

3.3 Document analysis 

For analyzing the published documents collected for the purposes of this paper the method 

of document analysis will the used. As defined by Bowen (2009, p.27) ‘Document analysis 

is a systematic procedure for reviewing or evaluating documents—both printed and 

electronic (computer-based and Internet-transmitted) material’. The existing data 

regarding both top-down and bottom-up initiatives in terms of turning the depopulation 

trends are abundant. The number of those that are conducted by governmental instruments 

or European-led authorities are also quite many. For this, document analysis will be used so 

as to understand and develop empirical knowledge and go into depth regarding the research 

topic. The validity of the findings shall be proved to be accurate based on the fact that they 

mostly come from reliable sources and not from personal and biased opinions. This 
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research is based mostly on documents since it is of belief of the investigator that their 

advantage over interviews and observation is significant. Hence trustworthiness will be 

achieved. 

The method allows a variety of different types of documents to be of use, to name but a few 

background papers, journals, survey data, online data, reports and so forth. The OECD 

Territorial Review as well as the European Network of Rural Development are some 

examples of the used sources. Document analysis is very often combined with other 

research methods (Bowen , 2009, p.28) so as to achieve triangulation. In this paper it will 

be combined with the one of a single qualitative case study (which was mentioned 

previously), as well as with a semi structured open-ended interview. With regards to data 

triangulation, it enables the researcher to ‘corroborate findings across data sets and thus 

reduce the impact of potential biases that can exist in a single study’ (Bowen , 2009). Since 

there will be combination of the two methods and the used data come from different types 

of sources, triangulation will finally lead to safe conclusions. Document analysis also 

requires skimming, reading and interpretation of the selected data (Bowen , 2009, p.32). 

Assessing the data required a constant process of moving back and forth between them, so 

as to make sure that there has been nothing important left unnoticed as well as to spot 

possible contradicting claims among the publications. The theoretical framework worked as 

a guiding force for the collection of the data. The guiding theme was the phenomenon of 

depopulation and especially publications referring to Sweden were considered as the most 

important sources. The use of the existing initiatives as keywords with the combination of 

the name of the municipality used as case study led to the collection of the relative 

information. Finally analyzing statistical numbers and tables acquired from SCB (Statistics 

Sweden, n.d.), were proved to be invaluable, regarding the selected case study which will 

be mentioned in the next part. The identification of two different types of approaches 

(namely bottom-up and top-down) made the navigation through the documents easier. The 

selected data were categorized according to their content, especially those referring to 

bottom-up and top-down initiatives since they were plentiful. The latter helped to the 

composition of the structure of this paper as well. The documents constituted a rich source 

of information but critical reading was crucial for collection of the most important ones. 

 

3.4 Qualitative Interview 

In order to reassure that the data collected concerning the perceived image of the selected 

area are accurate, an interview was regarded as the most suitable method. Despite the fact 

that it wasn’t possible to reach to the municipality’s concerned representatives or key 

players, it has nevertheless been possible to contact the Planner at the County 

Administration Board of Jämtland. He very kindly provided useful information regarding 

the area under study. The interview was conducted partly via phone, in the form of an 
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informal conversation (Turner III, 2010) and partly with a semi-structured questionnaire 

sent by email, which included open-ended questions. According to Turner (2010, p.754) 

‘Interviews provide in-depth information pertaining to participants’ experiences and 

viewpoints of a particular topic’. Since the interviewee isn’t an inhabitant of the studied 

municipality, but on the other hand he has visited the area and is aware about the 

phenomenon, he was appropriate for answering questions regarding the perceived image of 

the area according to his own opinion. The open-ended questions helped the interviewee 

express himself and share his experiences (Turner III, 2010, p.756). The latter was 

important for the researcher since she didn’t have the possibility to visit the area herself for 

observations (see 3.6 Limitations of the methods used). The researcher for transcribing the 

information used notes and also the questionnaire which was already in typed form. The 

Planner also assisted the researcher by guiding her on how to collect material from the 

municipality’s website, using the open data section and also with the provision of some 

Swedish terminological words. Also he provided email addresses of people that may be of 

help for this research working on the municipality concerned. Last but not least the 

respondent wished to remain anonymous and refer to him with his occupation.  

 

3.5 Data synthesis 

The combination of the previously mentioned methods, enabled the researcher compose the 

paper. All types of material collected were considered for the data synthesis. Document 

analysis helped at building both a background regarding how the municipality handled or 

handles the phenomenon under study and realizing what the actual situation is today. 

Furthermore through data analysis the research questions become more articulated. With 

the use of the qualitative case study, it became clear that the application of the different 

initiatives included in the literature review can take place within the Swedish context. 

Concerning data selection for supporting the case study, the online website of the 

municipality was a source for a large amount of information ranging from charts and 

statistics to development and comprehensive plans. Therefore gathering all the information 

needed was possible. Additionally information gained from the interview, helped the 

researcher save valuable time when looking for the documents needed to complement this 

study.  

 

3.6 Limitations of the methods used 

With regards to the limitations encountered while conducting the research, the most 

prominent one was the tight time frame which was given for the completion of this study. 

Although qualitative interviews with key players from the chosen municipality would be an 

invaluable source of information, this proved to be impossible due to big delays in 
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responses or inability to reach the persons contacted. Additionally the researcher attempted 

to come in touch with the municipality used as case study. Since the people tackling with 

such issues have limited free time, and combined with the fact that the possibility for the 

researcher to travel to the study area was restricted owe to the long distance, 

communication was a difficult task. Nevertheless there is a great amount of retrievable 

public documents, fact that enabled the researcher overcome this obstacle. Furthermore 

another and most significant limitation that needed to be handled was the language barrier. 

The researcher has limited knowledge regarding the Swedish language, and as presumed 

quite a big number of documents do exist only in Swedish. Development plans, policy and 

municipal documents were in their majority written in Swedish. Fortunately the 

publications written also in English and some translations using Google Translate when 

needed made it possible for the researcher to gather all the material that was sufficient for 

this paper. The author tried in cases to consult native speakers so as to make sure that 

certain terms were not misunderstood.  The interviewee has as well been an invaluable 

source regarding terms in Swedish for searching purposes. Nevertheless, apart from this he 

only could provide information about the area gained as a visitor since his occupation 

doesn’t include him in the area’s development process. It could have been a great 

advantage to include more than one case study, so as to have multiple sources of 

information and gain a broader perspective upon the topic. But again for this matter, since 

the time frame given for this study was quite short, it would be time consuming to use more 

cases and additionally they wouldn’t be as thoroughly investigated and reach in deep depth 

of analysis. Last but not least, considering the fact that the researcher is the main data 

collector and analyzer and she is novel on this field, she relied on her skills (and in some 

cases on her intuition) for identifying relevant literature and sources. As such some minor 

information regarding the research topic may have not been taken into account or not have 

properly been analyzed.  

 

4. The case study of the Municipality of Åre_a success story in terms of turning 

depopulation trends 

In this chapter the selected case study will be the object put under discussion. For better 

understanding of the possible initiatives that could be used in order to repopulate a region, 

the municipality of Åre has been selected as real life example. The reasons behind selecting 

this particular municipality are first of all because of its location and secondly because of 

its unique character. Åre has the identity of a mountainous touristic area which lies in the 

northern part of the country. As argued before, areas closer to major regions may encounter 

fewer problems than the ones who are more remote and additionally those positioned in the 

northern part of the country differ in character and are generally more sparsely populated 

(OECD, 2017, p.23) which means that in most cases are not connected to many other 
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regions. The municipality of Åre is located approximately 600 kilometers away from 

Stockholm which is the only metropolitan city located relatively close to the study area. 

Last but not least this municipality is one of those referred in the studied literature 

(Boverket, 2001; Li et al., 2016), where some rejuvenating strategies that have been 

followed were presented. It will be very interesting to find out if the population growth has 

continued after the implementation of the initiatives for repopulation and overall 

development, and whether they municipality is still striving to attract more inhabitants. 

 

4.1 Background information about Åre 

Åre, is a municipality that belongs to Jämtland County and is 

located in the central-northern part of Sweden. The municipality as 

it is today was formed in 1974 after the merging of smaller 

municipalities (Boverket, 2001, p.52). The area is characterized as a 

mountainous one and currently is well known due to its ski 

premises and is especially popular during the skiing season (from 

November to May). During this period it has to offer many facilities 

to tourists, namely more than 70 restaurants, pubs, 41 lifts, a snow 

park, parks for children, slopes and so forth (Skistar, n.d.). Through 

the years, there have been held several world championships in the 

area, fact that attracts the world’s best skiers (VisitÅre, n.d.), thus 

making the area known in a worldwide scale. In the summer time 

the area is transformed into a downhill bike resort, which means 

that the landscape changes tremendously from winter to summer 

offering different kinds of activities. The number of citizens in 2017 

were approximately 11.300 spread over 7263 square kilometers 

(Statistics Sweden, n.d ,Åre kommun, 2018). 

 

4.2 Depopulation trends  

Most of the Swedish rural areas had to deal with outmigration of inhabitants starting from 

1945 (Li et al., 2016) and Åre was not an exception. Despite the fact that the area today 

attracts a significant number of tourists which helps in maintaining a flourishing economy, 

in the past it faced a hard time due to population decline. As observed on the table below 

(Statistics Sweden, n.d.), from the 1950s to 1980s the population of the area followed a 

negative trend. According to Boverket (2001, p.52) the area turned to a touristic destination 

in the 1880s when Östersund and Storlien were first connected with a railway. From that 

point on, several facilities mostly attached to the tourism industry started building up 

transforming the landscape. 

Figure 1 Åre in Sweden 
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Year Population 

1950 12.498 

1960 11.318 

1970 9.582 

1980 9.469 

1990 9.975 

2000 9.745 

Table 1 Population in Åre during 1950-2000    Source: Statistics Sweden 

The main municipality’s income comes from tax revenues, fact that makes the number of 

residents very vital.  Municipality’s actors started thinking about the negative outcomes of 

losing population around 1965 (Li et al., 2016), and then realized that the potential of 

exploiting the ski facilities was huge. For this, regional authorities along with the citizens 

started promoting the place and turning it into a touristic attraction. They used at first major 

state funded investments (1965) having as objective to start erecting new buildings and 

premises such as hotels and ski lifts (Boverket, 2001).  

In the 1980’s the municipality initiated collaboration between the state and the tourism 

industry (Åre kommun, 2018b, p.2), hence some investors approached the area helping to 

the expansion while also the local government started promoting entrepreneurship. Private 

investors though, were not always welcome by the inhabitants who were unsure about their 

motives (Boverket, 2001). Seemingly apart from receiving a lot of tourists the municipality 

managed to attract new residents as well since new job positions were available. 

During the early 1990’s all country had to face a period of recession and this is also 

noticeable in the overall population of the area. From the 1990’s to the 2000’s Åre lost 230 

inhabitants (Table 1). After the 2000’s there was a shift in the attitude towards tourism. At 

that time the area tried to extend the touristic season, turn into a family destination and gain 

international recognition (Boverket, 2001). A skiing company named ‘Skistar’ took control 

over the ski area and put a lot of investments for its development. The company also 

managed to include some other public stakeholders and boosted the expansion even more. 

From that point on the company has played a major role in the growth of the tourism 

industry of Åre. The increase in the number of residents in the period from 2000 to 2008 

was a result of the positive developments in the tourist industry (Åre kommun, 2018b, p.3). 
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Figure 2 Population in Åre from 1992-2002    Source: Åre Kommun 

 

4.3 Latest population rates and future projections  

As it can be observed in the Figure 2, the area started growing in a steady rate in terms of 

population from 1990’s onwards. Focusing more in the latest years (Table 2), during the 

period from 2007 to 2017, the overall population has increased by 1141 people.   

Year Population 

2007 10.127 

2010 10.274 

2011 10.259 

2012 10.406 

2013 10.420 

2014 10.555 

2015 10.677 

2016 11.088 

2017 11.268 

Table 2 Population from 2007 to 2017    Source: Statistics Sweden 

In Table 3 the population changes can be observed. Deaths and births are not the only 

variables that affect the overall population of an area, but of equal importance is also net 

migration. Looking at the net migration rates of Åre will help us realize whether the people 

inmigrating to the municipality outnumber those that are leaving it. What can be assumed 

as a general rule is that in most cases the incomers are more that those who outmigrate. 

This way, one can get an aspect of how satisfied people are from their living environment. 
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If the municipality fulfills the needs and demands of its inhabitants, high chance is that they 

won’t be having a reason to relocate. 

The projections for 2027 is an increase by 2071 more inhabitants (Åre kommun, 2018b, 

p.11). As stated in the report of the kommun regarding population forecasts for 2027, the 

municipality has to ‘work constantly so Åre will be an attractive place to live in’. In the 

next part of the paper a description of what the municipality does in order to achieve the 

latter will be presented. 

 

4.4 Development strategies 

Recognizing the negative effects that may arise after decrease in population has led to the 

realization of different initiatives for turning the phenomenon in the area. Some of the 

processes that will be described in the following part may not be seen as targeted entirely to 

change the population situation but ultimately it is a goal that is implied. Overall 

development in an area also implies population growth and the creation of an attractive 

living environment for everyone. As analyzed in the theoretical framework, in order for a 

municipality to attract more inhabitants, what is needed is to enhance attractiveness. This 

means that the municipality should be able to offer various job opportunities on different 

fields have available houses both for renting and for purchase, be diverse in terms of 

existing recreational facilities and last but not least have a beautiful natural environment. 

Therefore the strategies that will be under focus will correspond in the achievement of the 

objectives that were previously mentioned. 

 

4.4.1 Bottom-up initiatives that turned Åre into a popular touristic destination 

What is considered as a very vital point for the area’s development is the very involvement 

of the inhabitants that felt the responsibility to contribute essentially. After a recessing 

period during the 1990’s, many private actors wanted to invest in the area for their own 

benefit, but the passion of the civilians and the other existing stakeholders was stronger (Li 

 1980 1990 2000 2017 2018 2027 

Births 104 148 89 139 134 160 

Deaths 158 144 118 97 94 99 

Inmigration 535 904 688 1222 1054 1194 

Outmigration 382 823 669 1093 956 1108 

Net migration 153 81 19 129 98 86 

Overall population 9469 9975 9745 11268 11406 13339 

Table 3 Population and population changes    Source: Åre Kommun 
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et al., 2016, p.511). Ultimately what has been achieved was the creation of a bonding 

between all actors, something that was very influential and enough reason to attract more 

stakeholders and entrepreneurs who wanted to invest to their promising vision. Eliminating 

competition between actors is challenging but on the other hand can bring about prodigious 

results. The tourism industry has been expanded so as to extend the touristic season in the 

attempt to attract more visitors. The element that created a tight bond between locals and 

stakeholders was the actual interest in skiing from both sides. Even in the development 

plans of the municipality it is stated that citizens’ participation is an indispensable factor 

for further growth and expansion (Åre Kommun, 2018a). The expansion of the tourism 

industry demanded the creation of new job positions, fact that attracted new settlers to the 

municipality of Åre. 

 

4.4.1.1 Vision 2011,2020 and 2035 

Starting from 2010 onwards, one notices that there is a steady growth in population (table 

2). This coincides with the establishment of a public-private constellation named Vision 

2011. The members of this group come from different private sectors and wanted to put on 

the table approaches and strategies for Åre’s better future, conversing with the local 

government (Nordin & Svensson, 2005, p.9). The group is informal and the people 

involved have established it themselves and are also the driving force behind it. Moreover 

there seems to be no hierarchy between the participants since there is no leading instrument 

(such as a CEO). Furthermore it doesn’t have a legal power but is a well-respected body, 

recognized by local authorities. They carry out regular meetings, discussing about their 

actions. The group is responsible for a significant number of successful initiatives. An 

indicative example was the ‘Mix Megapool Arena’ which was a congress hall, for the 

creation of which there have been used local government’s investments and corroborated 

the extension of the touristic season. The company named Skistar, works quite close with 

them helping to the vision. 

In 2001 the group described their vision ‘Åre as the most attractive winter destination’ 

while setting specific goals regarding the development of the area. Those are the following: 

 To receive 50% more guests in 2011. 

 50% of them to arrive during the off-snow period. 

 The proportion of the returning tourists to increase by 50% (Bulan & Partners, n.d.). 

For Vision 2020 160 people from 60 different companies and associations form the tourism 

industry worked together. Except for the goals that were tourism oriented, the group also 

put emphasis in the municipality and its rejuvenation. They wanted to create 800 more 

jobs, attract 1000 new residents and build up 200-300 new houses. What is more, they 

expected to spend approximately 15 MSEK to infrastructure. In 2006 they evaluated the 
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results of the vision and concluded that they finally achieved to create 300 new jobs and 

attract 400 new settlers. Regarding infrastructure they actually used 100MSEK which is 

undeniably an incredible amount of capital. Despite the fact that the goals weren’t fulfilled 

on their 100%, the development is evident and the area has actually gained a significant 

number of new residents. 

Since the group gained a powerful voice, their actions were about to continue, therefore the 

Vision 2011 was extended into the Vision 2020 (starting from 2006). The new vision is 

described as ‘Åre - the most attractive European alpine all-year destination’ (Åre kommun, 

2012). It is also stated within the vision that collaboration bring stronger results, which 

means that they believe that bottom-up and top-down initiatives would lead to the more 

profitable outcomes. Regarding this updated vision the objectives are: 

 Offer unique experiences all year round. 

 Respect the environment. 

 Turn Åre into a borderless- welcoming area. 

 Create an attractive habitat (Åre kommun, 2012, p.3). 

The vision’s objectives was accompanied with specific goals such as holding more 

international events, better use of public transport and so forth. Once again they achieved 

the goals but not in their entirety. What is very interesting though is objective number four 

(create an attractive habitat) which is related to population and place attractiveness. 

Specifically the goals of this objective were: have 1000 university students, create 1000 

additional jobs and 900 new companies, receive 1220 new settlers, and build 890 new 

houses.  A review of the goals set, in 2010 came to the conclusion that they were partly 

fulfilled.  Ultimately the area gained 100 university students (10% fulfilled) who study at 

Åre Universitet, which is a tourism oriented institution. They added 600 more jobs and 514 

new companies, which means that there is both demand for jobs and there are abundant 

workplaces. The new houses reached the number of 392 and finally the area attracted 667 

new inhabitants. 

In 2015 the vision was again updated to Vision 2035. This time the vision was described as 

‘Åre - Europe's most attractive and sustainable alpine year-round destination’. The focus 

this time is to sustainability in every objective, but still the goals are to increase the 

percentage of tourists, offer more jobs and develop the entire touristic sector. When it 

comes to population, according to the vision what is expected is to have an input of 5500 

new inhabitants. The addition of 1100 more new companies will contribute to the labour 

market thus leading to the increase by 30% of employment. 

Through this bottom-up initiative what can be drawn as a conclusion is that an organization 

that has started as informal originating from private actors, over the years has managed to 

gain (still informal) power which is also recognized and collaborating with the 
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municipality. Regardless that not all goals have been achieved, the results are nevertheless 

impressive and inspiring. The most exceptional matter is though that on the time of the 

recession, these actors didn’t abandon the municipality, but in contrast decided to act and 

not leave external players take control. This led to the creation of trust between the 

community and local government. They gave a boost to the growth in many aspects, from 

economic prosperity to income of new inhabitants when it was most needed. Despite the 

fact that they contributed to the development of Åre, the group continues setting more goals 

for the future. The creation of more jobs through the development of the touristic sector 

was a factor that has led to population growth, and is still a goal that is set for further 

development. 

  

4.4.2 Top-down initiatives used for Åre’s development 

As observed in the theoretical framework, there are a number of tools that could be used in 

order to repopulate and develop a rural area; some of them are provided by the EU. What 

seemed crucial to find out, was whether the municipality of Åre is using (or whether it has 

used in the past) some of them to turn the negative population trend. As part of the 

development process for the area there are two distinct strategies followed. 

One of them is the EU LEADER tool and the second one the Community Led Local 

Development. The new comprehensive plan for the area is also a top-down approach that is 

expected to also have increase in terms of population as a result. 

 

4.4.2.1 Application of the EU LEADER tool (LEADER Sjö, Skog & Fjäll) 

As analyzed previously in the theoretical framework, one of the EU LEADER’s objectives 

for rural areas in the period 2014-2020 is to create jobs that are not connected to 

agriculture. The area is using this method and as a member of the Jämtland-Härjedalen 

region. Region Jämtland-Härjedalen is a regional agency which is responsible for regional 

development within the entire county. Through it, a number of community-oriented 

incentives are initiating their projects (REGION JÄMTLAND HÄRJEDALEN, n.d.). 

A published report describes the strategies that are about to be implemented as a broad 

collaboration between other areas within the region, entrepreneurs and other stakeholders. 

For this, funding will be provided from the EU, Regional development funds and Social 

funds (Lokalt ledd utvekling LEADER SJÖ, SKOG & FJÄLL, 2016a). The overall vision 

of the strategy is ‘Cohesion, growth and innovation’. The specific objectives of the strategy 

are the following: 

 Increased innovation and driving force in the area. 
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 Increased glocal cooperation (glocal is the combination of local and global). 

 Improved infrastructure. 

 Improved freshness and health. 

 Improved resilience in local businesses. 

 Enhanced social inclusion (Lokalt ledd utvekling LEADER SJÖ, SKOG & FJÄLL, 

2016a, p.1). 

What is worth to be mentioned is the fact that a salient element in the strategy is 

innovation, especially in terms of job opportunities. The creation of new innovative 

working sectors is crucial in order to offer work places to people of various educational 

backgrounds thus fostering social equity. As cited, one cannot expect to have new results if 

there is no evolution and no new ideas (Lokalt ledd utvekling LEADER SJÖ, SKOG & 

FJÄLL, 2016a, p.3). Modern times demand modern solutions in the working sector 

especially if the municipality wants to keep the younger generations occupied. This way 

the age gap can retain a balanced ratio since youngsters will not have to relocate so as to 

chase alternative career opportunities.  

With improved infrastructure in this report is implied provision of broadband (will be also 

analyzed in later part). As mentioned, satisfactory infrastructure is a factor that advances 

the competitiveness and the attractiveness of an area. In our times technology is an 

important element when choosing ones living environment. Broadband connection also 

allows working from home without having the need to commute. Furthermore keeping 

updated webpages in all sectors is very important for everyday services but also for better 

branding of the municipality’s touristic identity. This way, prospective inhabitants will 

perceive the area as an ‘updated’ one, which keeps up with modern technology and in 

which even distant working is possible with no major difficulties. 

 The need of a resilient local business allows the flexibility in case of outside changes and 

disturbances. This will lead to a solid and strong local economy that is mostly based in its 

own territory. Participation and inclusion of everyone regardless age, ethnicity and gender 

is included in the strategy. It is believed that enhanced social inclusion is a prerequisite for 

development and it creates the sense of responsibility. Every individual should be able to 

represent him/herself and have the same rights within a community. The strategy also is 

linked with the EU’s programmatic period 2014-2020. Each one of the previously 

mentioned objectives is connected with one goal as set by the EU2020 strategy regarding 

rural growth. With what was previously mentioned first of all the sense of a secure living 

environment, untouched from external changes that may occur. Furthermore since social 

inclusion will be safeguarded, people from different origins may approach the area for 

permanent residence.   

Sustainability at all aspects is stressed in the EU LEADER report, in the attempt to be 

cohesive with the vision provided by EU and Agenda 21. Natural environment is not 
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neglected on the contrary is intended not only to be protected but also to celebrate its 

uniqueness both for locals and for tourists. In the report is also described in detail exactly 

how the funds from the different sources are going to be exploited according to a thorough 

action plan (Lokalt ledd utvekling LEADER SJÖ, SKOG & FJÄLL, 2016a, p.13). The 

municipality can exploit the funds in order to promote tourism further and create even more 

job positions for attracting inhabitants. 

 

4.4.2.2  Community Led Local Development 2014-2020 (LEADER Sjö, Skog & Fjäll) 

As mentioned previously Åre belongs to the Jämtland-Härjedalen region which is working 

towards the development and growth of all the municipalities that comprise the county. 

Therefore a common strategy was created with cooperation of all the municipalities 

participating (namely Berg, Krokom, Åre, Östersund and Härjedalen). Multiple 

stakeholders from different backgrounds are engaged as well in the creation of the 

Community Led Local Development 2014-2020 (in Swedish Lokalt Ledd Utveckling 

2014-2020) (Lokalt ledd utvekling LEADER SJÖ, SKOG & FJÄLL, 2016b, p.7). 

According to the LAG concerned, one of the key objectives of the programme is population 

growth. As specifically cited ‘we face a major demographic challenge and an active work 

to include future generations and immigrants are a must if the countryside is to be seen as 

a future city’ (authors translation) (Lokalt ledd utvekling LEADER SJÖ, SKOG & FJÄLL, 

2016b, p.12). Integration of foreigners is an issue that they want to tackle with. 

Undoubtedly, integration and participation creates the sense of pride and responsibility 

which creates a tight bonding between the community and the inhabitants (Lokalt ledd 

utvekling LEADER SJÖ, SKOG & FJÄLL, 2016b, p.19). According to the vision what is 

intended is the creation of a variety of activities throughout the area, to offer more job 

opportunities and enhance social inclusion. Innovation and entrepreneurship also seem to 

play an important role in the vision. It is also recognized that the municipalities involved, 

are sparsely populated and the distances between them and other areas may be quite 

extended. Especially for those who want to live there and work in other places commuting 

can be hard therefore infrastructure is a field in need of rejuvenation.  Distant working is 

also a factor taken into consideration and as mentioned in the vision, it is believed that 

providing broadband in all areas is a vital point for further development. Creating 

competitive economies in the area offers a safe living environment for inhabitants, where 

job opportunities are abundant.  

In this case again creating an overall beckoning living environment is the overarching 

objective. Enhancing the sense of belonging and communal behavior, innovation and 

creation of new jobs are factors that work as means of inviting prospective settlers. 
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4.4.2.3 Development plans of the area 

In the municipality’s Development plan of 2013-2016 it was mentioned that among the 

objectives was the creation of good conditions for increase not only in terms of jobs and 

entrepreneurship but also in population (Åre kommun, 2013, p.19). Furthermore it was also 

suggested that with the implementation of the development plan 82% of the citizens would 

suggest to other people to relocate to the area. This means that the key of the plan was to 

put citizens in the center. In the development plan it was clearly mentioned that the area 

had encountered an increase in population of 7% from 2001 to 2009 and they would 

continue working in order to increase more in the following years (Åre kommun, 2013, 

p.20). It was also believed that an important element of this positive trend was the 

cooperation between citizens and entrepreneurs who managed to foster tourism and create 

job opportunities. ‘Cooperation is a key factor so as to succeed in building an economic, 

social and ecological sustainable social development’. As tourism is the main income 

factor of the area, the importance of working towards improving traffic network was 

recognized. Apart from this and since they aimed to increase population, what was also 

aimed was the cooperation with Årehus and external actors to find solutions regarding 

accommodation both for prospective settlers and for tourists. It is crucial to take care of 

being able to provide a house to prospective inhabitants. 

All in all special attention is paid to the attractiveness of the municipality. As reported, 

marketing also the municipality as an exceptional employer that offers both financial 

rewards and also social insurance would enhance the image of it and would be more 

beckoning to non-inhabitants (Åre kommun, 2013, p.20). What seems also important is to 

expand the local entrepreneurship so as to create labour market running throughout the 

whole year. As a mainly recognized area there is the danger that there will be people, 

relocating to Åre just for the touristic period for working purposes. The main goal is the 

area to receive permanent inhabitants that could have the opportunity to work even when 

the ski facilities are not functional. So what was proposed was the creation of an alternative 

business sector, differentiated from tourism (Åre kommun, 2013, p.30), intention that also 

follows the suggestion provided by OECD. 

Taking the aforementioned into consideration, what becomes obvious is that there is a 

constant cooperation between local authorities, stakeholders, entrepreneurs and citizens. 

The objective of the area’s overall development is common for everyone residing and 

working in the municipality, and it seems that there is well-grounded internal force that 

could lead to further progress at all aspects. As noticed at the table illustrating the area’s 

population (Table 2), there has been an increase in the number of residents after 2013 until 

today (increased by 668 people). The increase has been gradual and the municipality still 

keeps aiming at attracting even more residents so as to expand further. The development 

plan of 2018 follows the previous plan’s vision. As central element of the vision is still the 

citizen (Åre Kommun, 2018a) and cooperation between different actors. Creating an 

User
Highlight
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attractive living environment for inviting new inhabitants is again highlighted and one of 

the key objectives of the development plan (Åre Kommun, 2018a, p.11). Despite the fact 

that during the previous years there has been new settlers in the area, the municipality 

wishes to strive even harder for creating the image of an attractive employer thus 

increasing the pride of working there and consequently increasing the number of permanent 

workers. Population growth will also result to better economic management and tax 

revenues for all the inhabitants. 

 

4.4.2 Broadband Strategy 2015-2020 

As stated in previous part, our era is largely based in technology; therefore provision of 

high-speed broadband seems to be a necessity. In the early 2000’s the municipality initiated 

an IT-infrastructure programme for setting a broadband network understanding the need of 

providing it to all citizens. The process is an ongoing one and recently the Broadband 

Strategy 2015-2020 was initiated to achieve this objective. The overarching vision of this 

strategy is the municipality to be an accessible and attractive one.  Attractive both to live 

and work, therefore provision of an updated broadband is a prerequisite (Åre kommun, 

2015, p.3). More specifically the main goal is ‘accessibility for everyone. To achieve this 

goal, the municipality will work to achieve the following sub-objectives: 

• All fixed households and workplaces should have access to broadband in any form.  

• Everyone living, working and staying in Åre Municipality should have access to the 

Internet for easier services wherever they are. (Åre kommun, 2015, p.4)’. 

 As cited in the report digital technology is a changing factor that affects society rapidly 

(Åre kommun, 2015, p.3). Furthermore since the area has the identity of the ski resort, 

providing good internet connection to the visitors is essential (Åre kommun, 2015, p.4).  

Implementing this, the OECD’s suggestion regarding broadband connection is followed 

(see theoretical framework). A broadband network infrastructure is very appealing to 

tourists and more importantly to prospective settlers. Through this, the municipality also 

aims not only to provide customized services to citizens but also improve processing times 

quality. The municipality also tries to follow up with the EU’s vision to develop all Europe 

with broadband public services. 

As previously mentioned, in our times provision of broadband constitutes also a very 

important prerequisite when choosing living environments. This also adds to the list of 

advantages of the area, enhancing its attractiveness. 
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4.4.2.4 Integration of immigrants and asylum seekers 

The municipality also works towards integrating immigrants and asylum seekers. As 

mentioned previously immigrants are a target group which is considered to be suitable for 

rejuvenating a depopulated area. It can offer to an area growth, both in terms of population 

and also provide socio-ethnical diversity. According to Migrationsverket (2017) the 

number of asylum seekers in Åre are 1.000, a percentage which equals approximately the 

10% of the area’s total population. The municipality recognizes the positive effects of 

embracing this particular group and for this the project NYÅR is initiated 

(Migrationsverket, 2017). The Project NYÅR is a 3 year programme which objective is to 

use a developed model of local integration work in Åre Municipality regarding asylum 

seekers and immigrants. As specifically cited the project will result to: 

 The faster establishments of newcomers while enabling them receive long-term care and 

professional identity. 

  Multiply the need for labor in Åre Municipality. 

 The creation of a tool for early preliminary validation of education and professional 

experience. 

 The development of a new work model for integration work which will serve as the best 

practice for other municipalities in the country. (Migrationsverket, 2017) 

For this project the municipality has received SEK 7,278,656 from the Swedish Migration 

and Integration Board. Apart from this programme and following the Swedish model, the 

area offers free courses for learning the Swedish language (SFI: svenska för invandrare) for 

better integration, despite the fact that communication with locals can be easily conducted 

in English. 

As one can perceive, the group of foreign immigrants which is considered as the key group 

for repopulating a depopulated rural area, is also included in the municipality’s initiatives. 

Welcoming this specific group and offering jobs and opportunities to be integrated to the 

community is a factor that may turn the area into a popular destination for foreign-born 

prospective settlers. 
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4.5 Åre: an attractive place for all 

Every year, Statistics Sweden (SCB) asks Swedish municipalities to participate in the 

SCB's citizenship survey. After this a report is compiled for every area joined in. The 

municipality of Åre also participated in this survey in 2016 (Statistiska centralbyrån (SCB) 

, 2016) represented by 1.200 people in the age range 18-84. One of the most significant 

results of the survey is that 51% of the area’s residents would definitely recommend to 

friends a relatives to move there, and a smaller percentage namely 15% would discourage 

them (Statistiska centralbyrån (SCB) , 2016, p.3). In terms of safety and offered 

recreational opportunities the municipality demonstrated higher rates compared to the other 

areas participated in the survey. What were highlighted from the participants as key issues 

to receive high attention, are the work opportunities as well as the housing situation. 

Nevertheless these are not indicative satisfaction factors since the shortages in housing is a 

widespread phenomenon throughout the whole country. 

The interview with the Planner of the County Administration Board of Jämtland provided 

some information regarding image that the area has in terms of perceived attractiveness. 

Among the questions asked was what the interviewee believed the positive attributes of the 

area are. ‘Åre has a well-developed and strong tourism industry which is also being 

diversified from skiing because of the large assets of natural amenities available in the 

municipality. Åre is also well connected in terms of infrastructures both towards Sweden 

and Norway, when it comes to roads, and railways. The airports in Östersund and 

Trondheim are also easily accessible. There is a relatively young population compared to 

other municipalities and also a discrete level of entrepreneurship’. As a touristic 

destination connections via train and plane are vital so as to have as many tourists as 

possible and as it seems the area can provide an adequate transport network. Regarding the 

municipality’s main income source, he believes it mostly relies on tourism which in cases 

due to bad weather conditions could be undermined. Downhill skiing, paragliding, 

mountain biking are some of the offered facilities for both tourists and inhabitants. For 

entertainment and socializing the area also has a great number of bars, clubs and 

restaurants. With the above mentioned one understands that in terms of attractiveness, the 

area is an inviting place where residents have many options both for recreation and for 

work. Since the main income comes from the skiing facilities other kind of supporting 

companies are established there. ‘Hospitality, brands for outdoor equipment as well as 

small-scale handicraft and gastronomy associations are supporting the ski premises 

(according to the interviewee)’. It seems that the area is at a great degree self-sufficient, 

offering to the residents both job opportunities and recreational facilities. Nevertheless 

according to the town planner there is a small percentage of people (approximately 10%) 

that they work in other municipalities and need to commute. The percentage though is quite 

low and we can still safely assume that the municipality can be characterized as self-

sufficient. According to the prognostics the overall population will increase in the future as 
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it demonstrates increasing trends. In 2017 the number of people born in other countries and 

were living in Åre was 1163 (Statistics Sweden, n.d.), approximately the 10% of the total 

population. Regarding immigrants the Planner of the County Administration Board of 

Jämtland thinks that it is easy for them to be integrated in the community with no problems. 

He continued by saying that generally the area offers a pleasant living environment for 

young generations as well.  

 

4.6 The effects of the initiatives  

The results of all the initiatives followed and those in progress have transformed Åre over 

the year into Sweden’s leading ski destination. What was quite crucial for the actual 

development of the area is that, despite the fact that it is mostly a touristic destination the 

existing job opportunities are not limited to this industry. There are also other small 

businesses such as IT and services as cited in Boverket’s report (Boverket, p.52). Today 

Åre is a popular international ski destination accounting for 25% of the total economy (Li 

et al., 2016, p.509), but most importantly the number of residents has dramatically 

increased. The area is marketing the sense of integration and embracing of all people 

regardless the land of origin. As a matter of fact it is growing year after year given that a 

specific village within the municipality had in 2015 80 residents and received in two days 

180 refugees wishing to settle (Anon., 2016). This means that the perceived image of the 

area is positive and it captures the admiration of the visitors.   

 

4.7 Conclusions 

As of 2010 Sweden put much emphasis in the promotion of tourism by marketing region-

specific assets (OECD, 2017, p.59). Åre has been selected as one of the country’s touristic 

destinations, that could be turned into a competitive attraction for visitors. As a conclusion 

for this case, one may say that this is a success story. It started with a bottom-up initiative 

from people who were interested in skiing and wanted to revive the area so they made their 

voices be heard. As a result what was achieved is to reach out to top-down processes, using 

funds from governmental instruments and ultimately attracting not only visitors but also 

permanent inhabitants thus turning the negative population trends. This kind of mingling of 

different actors and instruments coming from different levels was the recipe of the final 

outcome. The total population has never reached the number it had during the 1950’s 

(12.498 residents) but has a steady increase and is estimated to grow even more in the 

future. 
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5. Discussion and suggestions  

The study has examined the possible initiatives and processes that could be implemented 

from rural areas in the European Union dealing with negative population trends. As 

analyzed, rural Swedish areas constitute a sensitive discourse in terms of population 

decline. Nevertheless governmental and EU authorities are aware of the declining trends 

and the negative results that they could entail. What could be drawn as the most vital 

conclusion is that not only state’s instruments are responsible for dealing with the situation 

and finding the means to change it, but also the responsibility and awareness of the 

residents is seemingly evident. The collaboration of those two would be the ultimate 

combination for the achievement of the most outstanding results. Therefore both formal 

and informal planning processes should be acknowledged as important. The case study of 

Åre clearly advocates to the latter. As a success story example, it demonstrates that the 

driving forces behind the revitalization of an area may originate both from internal and 

external actors.  

A clearly articulated vision regarding the development of the rural regions will be 

invaluable for transforming the landscape. Every region is unique and has its own features. 

It is crucial to take this into consideration when being involved in the planning process 

since promoting those attributes may be the first step of the development. What is more, 

providing guidance to the active residents of the areas concerned will be beneficial, so as to 

avoid the risk of missing possible opportunities. Finally evaluation of the implemented 

strategies should be performed not only in the government level but also from the local 

instruments, fact that will probably also promote the sense of pride and the contribution of 

local involvement.  

The suggestions provided in the OECD report for Sweden’s rural development as noticed is 

a document that the regions are using for their benefit. There definitely are examples of 

Swedish rural areas that tried to reverse depopulation but failed. With the use of Åre as a 

case study though, what becomes evident is that even for areas located in the sparsely 

populated parts of the country (and which are also quite far from the metropolitan cities) 

development is not inevitable.  

Attraction of new residents shouldn’t be the only concern of the local authorities though. 

There have been examples in which despite the fact that through the implementation of 

different approaches, the municipalities managed to gain more new inhabitants, the overall 

population has decreased. This means that some of the older residents decided to leave the 

municipality and relocate to another place. Therefore it is both important to find solutions 

in order to receive more people, and to provide to those already residing in the area the 

living environment they wish. This way they will have less or no reasons to migrate. All in 

all, discouraging outward migration is undeniably a challenging task for rural 

municipalities. 
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To sum up, despite the fact that the conclusions have been drawn from a single case study, 

the researcher believes that they could mostly be applicable to any rural area within the 

Swedish or the broader European context. 
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