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7

Foreword

This publication contains an abridged version of Thuis op het platteland (At Home in the 
Countryside), published by the Social and Cultural Planning Offi ce of the Netherlands 
(scp).

It presents a broad description and analysis of the living situation of the rural 
population as compared to the urban population in the Netherlands. Key fi gures 
are presented on aspects such as demography, spatial developments, economy and 
welfare, employment, education, health and healthcare, housing, mobility, social 
services, social safety, time use, and social participation. We also present a short 
summary of the Life Situation Index, which measures and provides an overall picture 
of the social situation in the rural population as compared to the urban population 
in the Netherlands.

A great deal of background material has been incorporated in the annexes, which 
can be electronically viewed on the website www.scp.nl (in Dutch).

Prof. dr. Paul Schnabel
Director, scp
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1 Introduction

The Dutch countryside is in a state of fl ux. It is no longer just the natural preserve of 
agriculture, since land is increasingly in demand for residential, employment and 
recreational purposes. Clear examples of changes in planning can be seen in the 
expansion of villages with new residential areas, the reallocation of agricultural 
land, and the creation of parks for recreation. This is accompanied by a need for 
nature development and water storage, mobility and infrastructure. All in all, the 
countryside is increasingly being claimed for purposes other than agriculture, and 
it has been said that it is turning into a multifunctional consumption space with 
a range of managers, users and stakeholders. Rural dwellers themselves are also 
having to turn more and more to the larger village centres and towns for work and 
facilities.

There is no doubt that these changes have a signifi cant impact on the physi-
cal living environment of rural dwellers, but there has been little research into the 
extent of this impact. For example, is the rural living situation affected by urbanisa-
tion, or by cutbacks in some parts of agriculture and upscaling in others?

In this report we describe the living situation of rural dwellers in the Netherlands. 
This is the fi rst publication in the research programme ‘Social State of the Rural 
Areas’ run by the Social and Cultural Planning Offi ce of the Netherlands (scp) on 
behalf of the Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food Quality. The report is explora-
tory, and, at the request of the Ministry, broadly based. The living situation of rural 
dwellers has been charted by means of a review of the literature and analyses of exist-
ing empirical data. The report also has an instrumental purpose in providing insight 
into useful indicators to measure and track developments in rural society. The central 
research questions are: which developments have people living in the countryside 
gone through in the past decade? Is the living situation of rural dwellers different 
from that of urban dwellers? What is the current living situation of rural dwellers?

The description and exploration of the living situation in rural areas are based on 
the living situation model used by the scp as an instrument to describe and evalu-
ate the welfare of the Dutch population (scp 2001, 2003, 2005). The living situation 
is related to quality of life, welfare and the circumstances in which people live. The 
living situation of rural dwellers is considered from many different angles, which 
are dealt with in individual chapters in this report: demography and use of space, 
income (in relation to the economy and welfare), employment, education, health and 
healthcare, residential life, mobility, provisions and facilities, criminality, partici-
pation, and time use. The different aspects of the living situation are considered in 
context on the basis of a living situation index. This is an instrument which meas-
ures and captures the living situation of rural dwellers in a single fi gure. The themes 
are broadly the same as those used to describe the living situation of the Dutch 
population as a whole (see for example Social State of the Netherlands 2005).
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10 At Home in the Countryside

We have chosen in this report to use a pragmatic interpretation to defi ne rural areas; 
the demarcation of rural areas must match the data available for the living situation 
analysis. We have done this by classifying the rural areas according to the degree 
of urbanisation, as it was done by Statistics Netherlands. The fi ve urbanisation 
 segments are:
1 extremely highly urbanised (over 2500 addresses per square kilometre);
2 highly urbanised (1500-2500 addresses per square kilometre);
3 moderately urbanised (1000-1500 addresses per square kilometre);
4 hardly urbanised (500-1000 addresses per square kilometre);
5 non-urbanised (less than 500 addresses per square kilometre).

Figure 1a
Degree of urbanisation per postal code area, 1993

very highly urbanised
Source: CBS (StatLine), edited by SCP

highly urbanised
moderately urbanised
little urbanisation
no urbanisation
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11At Home in the Countryside

The two lowest classes, ‘hardly urbanised’ and ‘non-urbanised’, are regarded as rural 
areas. Thus, rural areas consist of geographic units with less than 1000 addresses 
per square kilometre. This classifi cation ties in with the defi nition of rural areas 
used in the Agenda for a Living Countryside (Ministry of Agriculture, Nature and Food 
Quality 2004). The comparison between the living situation in rural areas and that in 
urban areas is based on a difference between ‘hardly’ and ‘non-urbanised’ areas on 
the one hand, and ‘moderately’ and ‘(extremely) highly urbanised’ areas on the other 
hand. We also tried to use a uniform measure of the physical scale on which the data 
is based. If available, the degree of urbanisation was determined for each four-fi gure 
postal code area. The transformation of some rural areas towards predominantly 
urban areas from 1994-2003 is shown in fi gure 1a and b.

Figure 1b
Degree of urbanisation per postal code area, 2004

very highly urbanised
Source: CBS (StatLine), edited by SCP

highly urbanised
moderately urbanised
little urbanisation
no urbanisation
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12 At Home in the Countryside

From an international point of view, a useful and uniform measure to compare the 
rural areas in different countries has been developed by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (oecd). oecd defi nes a region as rural if 50% 
of the population, or more, live in a community with less than 150 people per square 
kilometre. According to this defi nition the Netherlands hardly comprises any rural 
areas at all: only one out of 40 nodal regions is characterised as rural, two regions 
nearly meet this criterium. A futher ten regions are predominantly rural (15-50% of 
the population in undense communities) and the other 27 are urbanised regions.

This summary is set up as follows. Section 2 outlines the overall living situation 
of the rural population. The three questions on the research agenda are answered 
according to the results of the present chapters. We then look in further detail at 
various social groups (section 3) and the living situation per region (section 4). 
Finally in section 5 we consider the fi ndings.

2 The living situation of the rural population

There have been many changes in the Netherlands in the past decade, some of which 
were set into motion long ago. For example, the ageing of the population, increased 
mobility and the rise in the general level of education and national income. Inherent 
in the nature of such general trends is that they occur in urban society. The question 
is then to what extent these developments also manifest themselves in rural areas.

This report describes the living situation in rural areas, its development over the 
last ten years, and compares it with the urban living situation. Since the issues are 
closely interrelated they are discussed in context. First of all, we discuss a number of 
current trends in the rural living situation. We compare these with developments in 
urban areas and in the Netherlands as a whole. Based on this analysis we can draw 
conclusions about the current living situation in rural areas.

Dejuvenation in rural areas and the ageing population
There are visible signs of a considerable dejuvenation and ageing of the population 
in rural areas (fi gure 2). The dejuvenation relates specifi cally to young adults (20-34 
year-olds). In the past decade this age group has declined in number more rapidly 
in rural than in urban areas. This is largely due to young people going to towns and 
cities to study. The dejuvenation trend is set to continue as this group of young adults 
moves to the towns for further education facilities and better jobs, as these are lack-
ing in rural areas.

The ageing of the population is also more marked in the rural areas than in the 
rest of the Netherlands. The 55-64 age group in particular – often the younger, active 
members of the elderly group – is growing in rural areas. This trend is expected to 
continue in the future, as the ‘elderly’ population in the countryside is now younger 
than in the towns. The combination of ageing and dejuvenation produces increasing 
demographic pressure, which will probably be greater in rural than in urban areas.
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13At Home in the Countryside

Figure 2
Development in the age composition of the rural and urban population, 1995-2004 (in percentages)

Source: CBS (StatLine),
edited by  SCP 
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More and more built-up areas
The Netherlands has become increasingly urbanised over time: rural areas are losing 
ground and urban areas are growing. This is also clear from the increasing popula-
tion density. Rural areas are gradually being turned to stone and concrete. In the 
1990s, with new construction in rural areas, the surroundings of more than 600,000 
dwellings – around 8% of the entire housing stock – became more urban than rural. 
From 1994-2002 one in six or seven households saw increasing urbanisation in their 
living and residential environment. Two thirds of these dwellings were built in the 
west and south of the Netherlands.

The rural housing stock is clearly different from that in urban areas: more spa-
cious dwellings, detached and semi-detached houses, dwellings are at least as well-
maintained and equipped as in the towns and are often owner-occupied. People are 
therefore very satisfi ed with their housing and surroundings.

As the ‘younger elderly’ age group ages, there will be more demand for residential 
care provision in rural areas. There is less housing with ‘care on demand’ and hous-
ing where services can be delivered, such as alarm services or ‘meals-on-wheels’, 
in rural than urban areas. The supply of other housing for older people is actually 
much better in the countryside. We refer here to single-storey dwellings intended 
for the elderly, but without special services. The housing stock is thus physically 
well-equipped for the healthy elderly who do not require care. Facilities where care 
is available on demand are scarce, particularly in non-urban and hardly urban areas; 
there are slightly more facilities in the hardly urban areas. It would therefore be 
appropriate to expand the stock of this type of dwelling for older people in villages.
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14 At Home in the Countryside

Moving to and from the countryside
Another development is the infl ux of new residents in the countryside. Rural dwell-
ers are generally more home-loving than their urban counterparts, young adults 
and fi rst-time buyers/renters being a notable exception. The number of people and 
households moving from the town to the countryside has stayed practically the same 
since 1995, as has the number of people moving from the countryside into towns. 
In fact in the exchange of (middle-aged and older) urban dwellers and (young) rural 
dwellers they roughly balance each other out. The countryside is no more attractive 
to urban people than it ever was: at least there is no major migration to rural areas.

Broadly, young households and fi rst-time buyers/renters tend to move towards 
urban areas, while the more settled urban dwellers (families and older people with-
out children) are moving to the countryside, with higher and middle-income groups 
predominating. Those moving from the rural to the urban areas are motivated by 
independent living, study and work. Those moving to the countryside enjoy larger 
and more comfortable houses, larger gardens, social safety, green surroundings and 
less commuting.

The migrations of mainly fi rst-time buyers to the town and wealthier older people 
to the countryside have increased the demographic pressure. Not clear is how much 
it affects the living situation in the rural areas. It is sometimes said that fi rst-time 
buyers, and possibly other people looking for accommodation in the countryside, are 
forced out by people with a stronger fi nancial position. The analyses in this report 
show that local people are indeed forced out of the rural property market. People 
moving up the property ladder have a much larger budget and are prepared to pay 
relatively high prices. Where their wish-lists overlap, and they compete for certain 
types and sizes of dwelling, the people moving up the ladder are always better off. 
Although fi rst-time buyers in the countryside are generally prepared to pay a higher 
price, they cannot compete with wealthier urban dwellers. However, large regional 
variations exist.

Access to facilities is important
Decline in the population of rural areas is often associated with a shrinking range of 
increasingly inaccessible services. This has a detrimental effect on the living situa-
tion and vitality of rural areas.

Our analysis of the level of service provision shows that the number of shops is 
still decreasing and that hospitals are concentrated in urban areas. Further upscal-
ing will cause further decline in the range of retail and other facilities. The quality 
of facilities also plays a role. If a small supermarket has survived in a village, it will 
probably only stock a small range of expensive goods. People will therefore tend to 
shop at a (mega) supermarket in a central village, where it is also easy to park.

Access to medical facilities is a continuing concern in the countryside. Although 
cars have increased mobility, further merging and specialisation of hospitals and 
emergency services will lead to longer journey times. The same applies to out-of-
hours access to general practitioners. There is no shortage of gps, although there 
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15At Home in the Countryside

are fewer in rural areas compared to urban areas. In a few rural areas emergency 
services cannot arrive or be accessed on time, or within the standard time limit. 8% 
(128,000) of the population – mostly rural dwellers – lives more than 30 minutes 
away from the nearest emergency service. It is also mainly in rural areas that ambu-
lances exceed the maximum permissible journey time of 15 minutes.

Practically all rural areas have primary and secondary schools. Primary education 
is seen as a basic social provision even in smaller places, so children do not have to 
travel far to school. Also, many dedicated and/or small schools have been incorpo-
rated into larger administrative entities. Upscaling in the nineties did not reduce 
the number of schools in rural areas as it did at national level. However, the primary 
schools are smaller: one in six has less than 100 pupils, and 80% of these are in rural 
areas.

We anticipate a further decline in provisions in the future. Alternatives – such as 
combining different facilities in multifunctional spaces and care information points 
for the elderly – will ensure that in many villages the range of available services will 
be kept or brought up to standard. However, countryside dwellers without cars are 
still at a disadvantage, particularly as public transport continues to deteriorate.

Degrees of mobility
The decrease in public transport provision has made it increasingly diffi cult to live 
without a car in the countryside. There is a considerable reduction in (the range of) 
scheduled public transport. The use of countryside buses has decreased drastically 
since 1993: the number of journeys is down by over 40% and the number of kilome-
tres travelled has reduced by at least a quarter. At the same time it is hard to imagine 
life in the countryside without a car. More and more households have a car, and even 
second and third cars. This is a largely rural phenomenon: a good one in three rural 
households has several cars. The distances travelled by car are also greater compared 
with urban dwellers. Rural dwellers think more positively about using cars than 
urban people, partly because parking is easier and there is less congestion than in 
towns. By the same token, they are less enthusiastic about public transport.

With less public transport available, people without cars are forced to use alterna-
tive transport. Teenagers increasingly depend on their parents to drive them to and 
from their day-to-day activities. Older people who do not drive also have to depend 
more on family and friends or the regional taxi – a minibus which you have to book 
in advance for door-to-door transport. However, a recent evaluation showed that the 
regional taxi is mainly used by people with disabilities, including many older people. 
Able-bodied but ‘transport-poor’ rural dwellers, including some of the retirees, can 
only use the regional taxi at the full, fairly high price. But real poverty of transport 
seems to be limited to a small group of single people, made up largely of older 
women who do not drive. Alternative transport options need to be investigated to 
counter this transport poverty, such as a fairly priced regional taxi service.
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17At Home in the Countryside

Deterioration in availability of knowledge
The deterioration in service provision and the migration of often better educated 
young people from rural to urban areas has reduced the range of knowledge avail-
able in rural areas. The percentage of rural graduates rises slower than in urban 
areas. There are more jobs in the countryside for people with a lower education 
level, and fewer jobs for people with a higher education level, and the average level 
of worker qualifi cation is rising less rapidly in rural areas. This damages the labour 
market in rural areas because the knowledge economy is underrepresented in rural 
areas. In addition, relatively many (early) retirees move to rural areas, so the ratio of 
workers to non-workers is declining. This makes it less interesting for companies to 
set up shops in rural areas. This could be a self-perpetuating process: if there is less 
demand for work in the countryside, it is less attractive for employers to move there.

Different levels of education, work and income
The development of the individual resources of education, income and work are 
essential to social advancement.

The rising level of education at a national level is not refl ected in rural areas 
(fi gure 3). Our fi ndings indicate that the rural population has a lower average 
level of education than the urban population. The younger generations may be 
better educated than their elders, but there is still a gap between rural and urban 
areas. There are more people in rural areas who only have a primary education and 
r elatively many with only a junior secondary or a vocational education. Yet in terms 
of performance at primary school there is scarcely any difference: rural pupils are 
just as likely to continue into senior secondary and higher education as their urban 
counterparts. Speaking a dialect at home (which is often associated with rural areas) 
thus does not affect performance. However, speaking a foreign language at home 
leads to poorer performance in heavily urbanised areas with a high percentage of 
non- Western immigrants.

The level of employment is also lower in rural areas, and is tending to fall behind 
more. Jobs with a lower level of worker qualifi cation are slightly more common in 
the countryside than in towns, so the average level of worker qualifi cation is slower 
to rise. There was less growth in employment in rural areas than in urban areas in 
recent years. The rural labour market lost 10% of its share in the overall Dutch work-
ing population. Rural dwellers nonetheless work a lot: few are unemployed. Women 
in the countryside are less likely to go to work than urban women, but the gap 
 narrowed between 1992 and 2003.

Hard physical labour and/or unhealthy working conditions are more common 
in rural areas, too. Rural people describe their work as dirty, and requiring a lot of 
strength and physical effort. However, they suffer less pressure from work than 
urban dwellers. Rural workers are also less often dissatisfi ed with their salary, and 
more often say the atmosphere at work is good.
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18 At Home in the Countryside

Figure 3
The educational level of the population over 25 years of age, by level of urbanisation and in the 
Netherlands as a whole, 2002  (in percentages)

Source:  VROM (WBO’02) 
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In the countryside incomes are fairly evenly distributed: there are relatively few poor 
people and few rich people. However there is a difference between the ‘non-urban’ 
areas and the ‘hardly urban’ areas, in the latter are relatively high numbers of rich 
people.

In summary, the quality of employment is slightly lower in the countryside than in 
the rest of the Netherlands, and the proportion of highly-educated people is rising 
relatively slowly. For these groups there is also little suitable employment, so they 
still have to work in the towns and cities. The growth in employment (numbers of 
people at work) is slow, while jobs are getting fewer. The sharp rise in the number 
of women who work is a positive trend, but the question remains as to why rural 
areas still lag behind the towns and cities on this point. Slower development and 
poverty problems also seem to be concentrated within particular population groups 
and regions. There is thus a stark contrast in terms of social opportunities between 
the small rural groups who are lagging behind and the relatively well-off groups of 
urban origin elderly dwellers.

Healthy, healthier, healthiest
People who live in the countryside are generally healthier than people living in 
towns. The health of the rural population is predominantly good: people feel better 
and enjoy better mental health than urban dwellers. Both groups feel they have the 
same level of physical health, but rural dwellers have fewer disabilities. The empiri-
cal data again support the fairly idyllic image of the healthier rural life.

What makes the countryside healthier, or is it just an illusion? Better health can 
be explained objectively in terms of the rural population in general having fewer 
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19At Home in the Countryside

risky habits (e.g. alcohol, tobacco and drug use). The only signifi cantly bad habit is 
alcohol abuse by young people. The green surroundings not only expose people to 
fewer unhealthy infl uences, they also aid recovery and general well-being.

Good social contact
Social cohesion has traditionally been strong in rural areas. Countryside people fi nd 
it important whereas outsiders are more likely to fi nd it oppressive. With the loosen-
ing of traditional ties due to the infl uence of incomers and general social trends, the 
assumption is that social cohesion has reduced. Is that supported by empirical data?

From the available information we conclude that social contact in rural areas is 
still more frequent and more intensive than in urban areas. In contrast with urban 
life, volunteer work is just as common as ever in the countryside, and people are in 
frequent touch with their community. Participation in local campaigns is continu-
ally increasing, whereas in urban areas it fl uctuates strongly. Newcomers are said 
to be particularly involved in organisations representing village interests, from 
which local campaigns arise. However, membership of organisations in general is 
declining. This trend is shown in the rest of the Netherlands, but membership in the 
countryside is still higher or comparable to the urban areas ten years ago.

All in all, we conclude that social cohesion in rural areas is still relatively strong. 
Good social contact means that the organised civil society in rural areas is better 
equipped to raise new initiatives (fi nancially) supported by local people, companies, 
and municipal and provincial councils.

Few differences in how people spend their time
The modernisation of society has affected all parts of the Netherlands. People in the 
countryside spend their time in much the same way as the rest of the Dutch popula-
tion. Still there are some differences in the details, which perhaps is indicated in 
the delay of rural people adopting an ‘urban lifestyle’. For example, the availability 
of modern electronic media and Internet access in rural areas is comparable to that 
in urban areas, but people spend less time on computers and watching television. 
On the other hand, they spend more time on hobbies and sports, which is also more 
often of the organised variety. People prefer to get their daily news from the regional 
newspapers, and days out are more often spent in the countryside.

Although mainly the similarities in the activity patterns of Dutch population 
groups have come to the fore, there are slight differences in the way they spend their 
free time. It seems as though the rural population use their leisure time more to visit 
each other and to preserve the human element in daily life.

A safe existence
In general, people in the rural areas feel safer than urban people. The group of rural 
dwellers who occasionally feel unsafe has declined since the millennium, and the 
same is in fact true of people in towns. Security measures in three out of four houses 
in the countryside do not take into account the fact that the decrease in break-ins is 
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20 At Home in the Countryside

less marked in the countryside than elsewhere. Nor does increasing degeneration in 
the countryside lead to any greater sense of social insecurity.

How does this experience of (in)security match up with recorded crime levels? 
Around 25% of all crime in the Netherlands is committed in rural areas. There has 
also been a slight increase in the number of offences in relation to the size of the 
population. People in the countryside are more often subjected to violence (assaults) 
in particular, although half the incidents actually take place outside their own com-
munity. Vandalism is also on the increase, but in both cases the picture is the same 
in urban areas.

The idyllic image of a safe and clean countryside, in contrast with urban areas, 
has been largely substantiated. However, actual developments indicate that security 
requires continuous attention, with particular emphasis on young people.

The current living situation
There are some differences between the living situation in rural areas, in urban 
areas, and in the Netherlands as a whole (fi gure 4). Some aspects are better in rural 
areas. For example, the general living climate is healthier, it is safer, houses are 
bigger, there are more houses than blocks of fl ats, and the majority of houses are 
owner-occupied. Social participation is also better in the countryside, as people 
there are more often members of organisations, have more contact with people in 
the neighbourhood and are less socially isolated

Figure 4
The development of the living situation in rural and urban areas, 1997-2004
(index, 100 = the living situation in the Netherlands in 1997)

Source: CBS (POLS’97, ’99, ’02) SCP; SCP (CV’04)
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21At Home in the Countryside

Residential life is appreciated more in rural than in urban areas. Rural dwellers are 
also more content with their income, suffer less from work stress and have fewer 
dangerous habits than urban dwellers. They feel happier, and are more positive 
about the neighbourhood in the sense of getting on well with others, and social 
contact with neighbours. In the countryside people are less bothered by litter and 
they are less afraid of crime. On the other hand, alcohol abuse by young people in the 
countryside is much higher than in the urban areas. However, the countryside fares 
better in education tests than the towns, and the number of early school-leavers in 
the countryside is half that of the towns.

Of course, there are also negative comparisons. Compared with urban areas, 
work in the rural areas is physically heavier and working conditions are not always 
as healthy. In addition, there are fewer facilities in the countryside, so people have to 
travel further for the doctor or a post offi ce.

3 Living situation: not everyone is doing well

Up to now we have considered the living situation for all rural dwellers. In this 
section we will look at the living situation of more or less disadvantaged groups: 
women, young people, single people and single parent families (fi gure 5). Although 
in most chapters we do not specifi cally consider the group of farmers, we do here 
because the agricultural sector still represents a dominant group.

Women
The living situation of rural women in the ‘hardly urbanised’ areas has improved in 
comparison with those in the non-urbanised areas. The sharp rise in the number 
of women at work and the associated increase in mobility have contributed to this 
improvement in their living situation. Compared with urban areas, slightly less 
women are being employed, but on the other hand, rural areas show less unemploy-
ment and less social insecurity. However, the work qualifi cation of women is lower 
than of men, women have fewer permanent posts, are less likely to be self-employed, 
more likely to work part-time and more often take courses which do not lead to a 
qualifi cation. All in all, women in the countryside are still disadvantaged.

Young people
Many 20-34 year-olds leave rural areas for study or for labour in towns. Compared 
with urban areas, there are large numbers of under-twenties. Teenagers show some 
problem behaviour: alcohol abuse is more prominent in rural youngsters than in 
their urban contemporaries; in drug use however the groups are equal. Not surpri -

In conclusion we can say that the overall living situation in the countryside is good. 
However, it should be clear from the separate sections that this is not valid for every-
one, or everywhere. The living situation for various social groups is not nearly as good 
as the general rural population, and this also applies to some specifi c rural districts. 
We will look at these groups and areas in greater detail in the sections 3 and 4.
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singly, about one in ten rural dwellers considers youngster groups as a neighbour-
hood problem. It is sometimes suggested to be originating from a lack of facilities 
and means of transports . The majority of rural dwellers (exceeding the urban popu-
lation) are satisfi ed with the facilities for children and young people. Despite the 
scarcity of public transport, young people still have reasonable access to transport: 
many have mopeds, and also family or acquaintances give them a ride.

Education and work are important in terms of social opportunities. For this 
reason, a relatively large proportion of the 20-34 age group move from the country-
side to a town. Housing costs in the countryside are relatively high, and young fi rst-
time buyers have to compete with well-heeled urban people who are upgrading. Still, 
the majority of young people would prefer to buy and are prepared to pay a premium.

Although there is now a smaller percentage of poorly educated people in the 
countryside than in earlier generations, lower educational levels, levels of worker 
qualifi cation and low participation in certifi cated or other courses are a matter for 
concern. On the other hand, participation by young people in the labour market is 
comparable to the urban levels, and a smaller percentage is unemployed.

Older people
With regard to the group of ‘older’ people it is useful to distinguish between 
‘young and largely active’ older people (55-65) and the 65-plus age group. The active 
group of older people has grown considerably in size since 1995 and has a much 
improved living situation, particularly in the non-urban areas. This is clearly a rela-
tively wealthy group: they are more likely to have part-time work, there is a limited 
increase in the employment rate, many have their own businesses, in combination 
with a relatively high income profi le, considerable capital and relatively high hous-
ing costs. The general fi nding that older people now go out more and make more car 
journeys can largely be ascribed to this group.

From the age of 65 we see a smaller increase in the living situation. This is associ-
ated with a relatively low income profi le and less inclination to travel. Within this 
group of 65+ people, the single people have the poorest living situation. Taking into 
consideration the ageing of the population, we can anticipate that this relatively poor 
living situation will become more common in rural areas.

Single people
The living situation of rural single people has improved more than average since 
1997, but it is still lagging behind that of the general Dutch population. The greatest 
improvement is shown in the non-urban areas. However, many 35-65 year-olds leave 
the non-urban areas with hardly any facilities, which raises the question whether the 
improved living situation in the non-urban areas will maintain.

The poorer living situation of single people in rural areas is associated with a 
lower income profi le, higher housing costs and less capital for single people over 65. 
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Singles are more often victims of violence, which also takes a heavy toll on the living 
situation.

One-parent families
Since 1997, the living situation of one-parent families has deteriorated slightly in 
rural areas, while it has actually improved in the towns. This is largely due to the 
economic decline of recent years. Buying power is after all fairly well distributed by 
means of a standard national benefi t system, which does not discriminate between 
rural and urban dwellers. However, the living situation was affected by a relative 
decline in car ownership, and the number of holidays taken also plays a role. Their 
housing costs are high in relation to their income. They also have little capital.

Figure 5
The development of the living situation in population groups in rural areas, 1995-2004
(index, 100 = the living situation in the Netherlands in 1997
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Farmers
Our study indicates that the agricultural sector is dominated by a rapidly ageing of 
men. This ties in well with the traditional image of the sector with women in the 
supporting role as the farmer’s wife. Nonetheless there have been some changes 
even here. Part-time work is increasingly common for both men and women. The 
emancipation of the farmer’s wife can be seen on the one hand in more women 
doing other work, and only working part-time on the farm. On the other hand 
women are taking a more prominent role as head or co-owner of the business, 
and so take a larger share of the working hours on the farm. The article ‘Waarom 
 blijven boeren?’ (Why do farmers stay?) (Schnabel 2001) indicates that a wife actu-
ally is a key actor at strategic points in decision-making about the farm and business 
(growth, product expansion or closure), irrespective of whether or not she co-man-
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ages the business. Her infl uence is particularly signifi cant nowadays when change is 
inevitable in agricultural operations. Furthermore, the extra income brought in by 
women working off the farm is indispensable to the continuation of the agricultural 
business (Hazeu 2004). Research into the incomes of farming families has also indi-
cated that almost 25% of farmers earned less than the minimum wage in the period 
1995-1997 (Van Everdingen et al. 1999). Without the extra income from outside activi-
ties this would rise to 44%. Still, only one in ten farming families said that they 
could not make ends meet on their income (Vinkers en de Hoog 2001).

When it comes to quality of work, farmers have to do more heavy work than 
people in other occupations. A statistic from 2001 (when many farms where in crisis 
because of animal disease epidemics), indicating that farmers often go to the doctor 
with psychological complaints, makes it clear that the farmer’s life can take not only 
a physical, but also a mental toll.

4 Living situation: not all regions are doing well

The general living situation in rural areas is relatively positive at the national level. 
However, we are aware that there can be problems at a regional level which do not 
readily come to light in national analyses. After all, rural areas in the vicinity of a 
town will be subject to different infl uences than the more peripheral rural areas. 
This exploratory study only briefl y goes into regional distinctions.

The index, used by the scp to describe trends in the living situation, shows that the 
living situation is poorer in rural areas in the provinces of Groningen, Drenthe, 
Friesland and Zeeland (fi gure 6). For example, these areas have the highest risk 
of unemployment, many people have only temporary contracts, there are fewer 
self-employed people and more people in part-time jobs. These areas also have the 
highest proportion of small schools. In the Netherlands as a whole, learning per-
formance is less advanced in small schools than in large ones. In view of the fact that 
weak schools are quite often small ones, we may infer that in these provinces there 
is a greater likelihood of weak schools. Indeed, children in the Northern provinces 
and Zeeland do perform poorer than elsewhere, and there are often suffi cient funds 
to improve the situation. The schools inspectorate concluded in 2005 that this is also 
true of schools in the four big cities, so it is not exclusively a rural problem.

Residents in the three Northern provinces also have to travel furthest to the nearest 
general practitioner. Most of the postal code areas with no local provisions are also in 
the North of the country: 5% of residents have absolutely no provisions, 11% have no 
basic facilities such as shops, primary schools and general practitioners.

The three Northern provinces and Zeeland fare better in terms of house prices. 
Houses are relatively cheap for the quality of accommodation. The average sell-
ing price of the various types of housing is also considerably lower than average. 
This applies to a lesser extent to parts of the Achterhoek and Flevoland. However, 
it should be noted that not only housing costs, but also incomes, are lower in the 
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North and Zeeland. The housing quotas – the proportion of the disposable house-
hold income spent on housing – are thus much the same as in other parts of the 
country. The expensive regions are overfl ow areas from the cities, particularly in 
areas with attractive scenery such as Het Gooi, Amstel-Meerlanden, Kennemerland, 
Bollenstreek, Westland, East Utrecht and the Veluwe.

Figure 6
The development of the living situation in nodal regions in the Netherlands, 2004

median score = 100 in 1997
score 93-97
score 98-100
score 101-103
score 104-106
score 106-113
no information

Source: CBS (POLS’97, ’99, ’02) SCP; SCP (CV’04)

Rural areas in the West, East and South of the Netherlands also have a few distinctive 
features. The West of the Netherlands is the most urbanised part of the country, and 
this is where most housing has been built since 1994. We looked at the migration of 
postal code areas across urbanisation classes in order to determine how many dwell-
ings in 2002 were in an urban postal code areas, whereas the surroundings of the 
same dwellings in 1994 where rural. In all, around 600,000 dwellings – some 8% of 
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the national housing stock – were in formerly rural areas now reclassifi ed as urban. 
In absolute terms this was most common in the West of the Netherlands, particularly 
in areas previously designated as ‘hardly urban’. The Southern provinces – trailing by 
some tens of thousands of dwellings – are now undergoing the most rapid urbanisa-
tion of rural areas in terms of housing stocks, followed by the Eastern provinces.

People in rural areas are more content with their housing than urban dwellers. In the 
West particularly, there is a considerable difference between town and countryside 
in terms of housing satisfaction. The rural areas around the Randstad will attract 
more wealthy urban dwellers: the houses are more spacious and the surroundings 
greener than in the city, while the city remains within easy reach. This certainly con-
tributes to a sense of satisfaction, appreciation of housing and a strong contrast with 
urban areas. Increasing car ownership shows that more well-to-do families from 
the surrounding towns live in the rural areas around the Randstad than in the more 
remote countryside: households in rural areas in North-Holland, South-Holland and 
North-Brabant are more likely to have two or more cars than rural dwellers in the 
North of the Netherlands.

There is a distinct region referred to as the ‘Bible Belt’, extending from the delta area 
of Zeeland across the provinces of South-Holland and Utrecht to the North Veluwe 
and the top of Overijssel. Here the stronger tendencies within the Dutch Reformed 
Church and the various other Orthodox Protestant groups have their biggest follow-
ing (see also Knippenberg 1992). This religious distinction is manifest in the denom-
ination of the schools. Protestant and Orthodox Protestant schools predominate in 
rural areas, and particularly in the Bible Belt. The Bible Belt also differs from the rest 
of the country in terms of preventive health issues: a large proportion of the parents 
refuse to have their children vaccinated on religious grounds. All the provinces meet 
the minimum vaccination standard of 90%. The areas with inadequate vaccination 
percentages are again mainly concentrated in the Bible Belt. The health care inspec-
torate recently expressed its concern about this situation.

5 In conclusion

The question arising from our fi ndings is whether the current picture of the living 
situation in rural areas is realistic. While there are still concerns about some popula-
tion groups and some regions, the current study presents a predominantly positive 
view of the living situation in rural areas. Three other studies published recently, 
each with its own perspective and lines of enquiry, also shed light on the social and/
or socio-economic situation in rural areas (Terluin et al. 2005, Smaal et al. 2005, ser 
2005). These studies point broadly in the same direction, namely that the vitality of 
rural areas is not currently a matter for concern.
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The current favourable living situation for rural areas as a whole is strongly infl u-
enced by the large group of well-off and active people of 55 and over. This group 
brings enormous potential for local volunteer work. However, with the ageing of this 
group, and that of the still healthy and active 65+ age group, there is an increasing 
risk of the diseases and limitations associated with old age. This will have an adverse 
effect on what is currently a good living situation for the older population, and given 
the size of the group, on the vitality of rural society as a whole. As long as their 
health allows them to, the elderly will continue to live in their own (adapted) homes. 
New ‘care centres’ are being set up at a local level to address the specifi c care needs 
and demands for aid of these age groups and of disabled people living alone. Such 
initiatives anticipate the Social Support Act, which is due to take effect in 2007. This 
Act requires local councils to set up effective local support networks for socially vul-
nerable people (Engbersen et al. 2005: 65). Although some support will be provided 
by professionals, it will also rely on volunteers.

The social infrastructure in rural areas depends largely on women, for example 
for informal care and volunteer work. The increasing involvement of women in the 
formal labour market, increasingly presses the social infrastructure, as the tradi-
tional caring roles are likely to disappear. This will in turn affect the way social life 
is organised. Adding the ageing of people and the tendency of older people living 
independently for longer, we expect that the demand for these care provisions will 
only increase in future. We therefore foresee further problems in this area.

The decreasing numbers of members and volunteers in local associations is 
also partly a result of the changing labour pattern among women, which does not 
improve social cohesion and the living situation in rural areas. If even more women 
get employed, given the current discrepancy between rural and urban women, the 
individual living situation of the working women will improve, but the collective 
living situation in rural areas will improve less.

Regarding the most vulnerable and least mobile groups in rural society, we can 
now see cautious moves being made to counter the decrease in the range of facilities. 
With increasing the overlap of care and welfare provisions for vulnerable groups, 
it is anticipated that combining rural services will be easier in multifunctional 
facilities. A tendency to join forces and combine services is not only shown in social 
provisions, but also among commercial concerns. For example consortiums of com-
mercial service providers have set up ‘service points’ at strategic locations in small 
villages or larger centres. A combination of services is offered, often under the roof 
of an existing facility such as a supermarket. There is no doubt that such concentra-
tions of provisions will have a positive effect on the living situation of vulnerable 
and less mobile groups. Such meeting places also promote social cohesion in rural 
society as a whole.

Globalisation and the modernisation of society lead to a sense of anonymity and 
detachment. The associated alienation of the region and local surroundings, how-
ever, provokes a counter reaction, which can be described as regionalisation. People 
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start to look for connections locally, becoming more aware of their own identity. 
Feeling part of a greater entity, makes people feel more connected with the others 
who share this identity. This social bond reinforces social cohesion in a collective 
of individuals and so enhances the living situation. This regionalisation is manifest 
in the increasing attention given to villages and rural districts and the burgeoning 
of village and other interest groups and cultural heritage associations. Local and 
regional products and heritage are also becoming increasingly popular and increas-
ingly commercialised.

Surprisingly, this local self-awareness is often developed with the assistance of 
newcomers to the countryside. These new residents bring their own ways of living 
and lifestyles, interests and customs. This can lead to radical changes in social inter-
relationships in local rural communities. To date little is known about specifi c social 
changes brought about by newcomers to rural areas. Further research is required 
to shed light on this. However, it is said that many urbans move to rural areas for 
reason of the physical living environment, and not for social connections. Apart 
from a certain vitality and renewed interest in local heritage, the introduction of new 
people has a largely detrimental effect on social cohesion and the connection with 
a village. New residents are less likely to join clubs, or to help organising traditional 
celebrations, and scarcely talk to each other in the street. Physical interventions 
such as hedges and frivolous garden designs, also create a social distance from the 
indigenous residents. Also tensions exist caused by newcomers who complain about 
nuisance from agricultural activities. The infl ux of wealthier residents has caused 
house prices to rise, leaving fewer houses available for locals. House prices have 
risen so high, that young people have diffi culties to fi nd affordable housing in their 
own village. They are consequently forced to move away from their native villages, 
which unbalances the composition of the population. Also elderly people in need for 
adapted housing, have to look outside their own familiar surroundings. In future, 
we anticipate that when farmers leave, there will be more newcomers in rural areas. 
This could lead to a complete reversal of the character of the village, and a radical 
change in social relations. Further empirical research would be desirable.

May we conclude from this study that the countryside is alive and well?
From our point of view the vitality of rural society is not characterised simply by 

its operating here and now, but just as importantly, by its capacity to anticipate and 
deal with changes in society. Traditionally, the rural population has shown great 
anticipating and problem-solving capacities. The question is, with the changing 
composition and the mental urbanisation of this rural population, whether the 
traditional social qualities will survive, which enable them to cope with change and 
problems in the future.
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Note

1  The research programme ‘Sociale staat van het platteland’ (Social State of the Rural 
Areas) addresses four research questions:
1. Which social developments are taking place in rural areas?
2. How do people in the country live, and how do they perceive the countryside and 

developments there?
3. How do Dutch people perceive and make use of the countryside, and what sort of 

things do they do that relate to the countryside or rural life?
4. What social structures are found in rural areas, and what is their signifi cance in the 

light of developments there?
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