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ABSTRACT One of the most pressing questions in the rural gentrification literature is 
whether rural residents face difficulties in finding a home within their locality due to the 
influx of more wealthy newcomers. In this paper, we investigate the extent to which 
intended local movers and intended non-local movers have realised their rural residential 
preferences in their preferred municipality. We perform multilevel multinomial logistic 
regression analysis on data from two housing surveys for the Netherlands that are 
enriched with register data from the longitudinal Social Statistical Database (SSD). Our 
results show that, despite their lower income, intended local movers are more likely to 
find homes within their preferred rural location than are intended non-local movers. 
Intended non-local movers move more often to a location other than that initially 
preferred, with urbanites facing a higher likelihood to move to an urban area. The 
findings suggest that ties to the residential environment are more important in 
successfully finding housing in one’s preferred rural location than are financial resources. 
 
KEYWORDS: Rural location preferences; actual location choice; local housing market 
pressure; longitudinal research. 
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1. Introduction 
In recent decades, many Western European and North American rural geographical 

studies have addressed the popularity of living in rural areas (Jones et al., 2003 for the 
United States; McGrath, 2001 for Ireland; Stockdale, 2010 for Scotland). Also in the 
Netherlands, which is one of the most urbanised countries in the world, many urbanites 
have a preference for rural living (Van Dam et al., 2002). The combined popularity and 
scarcity of rural housing in parts of Western European countries (Heins, 2003 for the 
Netherlands; Shucksmith, 1991 for the UK), is reflected by high housing prices. In the 
Netherlands, rural areas within the urban sphere of influence particularly face a highly 
pressured housing market (Heins, 2003). 

As several rural geographers have observed, it has frequently been claimed that 
rural residents have problems securing rural housing when the local housing market is 
under pressure (e.g., Hoggart, 1997; Stockdale et al., 2000). Through their higher 
income, non-locals have the opportunity to outbid rural residents (for example, see Cloke 
and Little, 1990; Smith and Phillips, 2001; Stockdale et al., 2000), which may lead to the 
displacement or out-migration of less affluent rural residents (Cloke and Little, 1990; 
Hoggart, 1997; McGrath, 2001; Shucksmith, 1991; Smith, 2002). Because of the 
selectivity of rural migration flows with members of a middle class group replacing less 
affluent rural residents, rural areas become “colonised” by the middle class (Cloke et al., 
1995a; Day, 1989; Phillips, 1993). This process is often referred to as rural gentrification 
(Phillips, 1993; Phillips, 2004). 

Nonetheless, irrespective of whether they are using qualitative or aggregated data 
on actual moves, studies analysing the mobility processes in rural areas, do not provide 
conclusive evidence for the general validity of the claim that rural residents have 
difficulty finding homes within their locality and are forced to move elsewhere (cf. 
Milbourne, 2007). This lack of evidence may be related to the fact that many studies on 
rural gentrification are area-specific and thus context-specific (see also Hoggart, 1997; 
Stockdale et al., 2000). This may make it tricky to generalise findings. As Lewis (1998) 
argues, by adopting a micro-behavioural perspective and paying attention to mobility 
intentions and actual mobility behaviour, rural geographical studies would gain a better 
understanding of why people move into and out of the countryside. Thus far, this type of 
study has rarely been performed (Lewis, 1998). Investigating rural mobility decisions 
from a micro-behavioural perspective essentially requires longitudinal data. As Smith 
(2002) remarks, the use of longitudinal data may improve our understanding of the 
migration dynamics of gentrification. 

In this paper, we investigate whether rural residents indeed face relocation 
difficulties within their locality by analysing individual rural mobility decisions from a 
micro-behavioural perspective. Do intended local movers realise their rural location 
preference (i.e., their preference to move to a rural area within their current 
municipality) less often than intended non-local movers? Do income and the local 
housing market pressure matter regarding the extent to which intended local and non-
local movers move to locations different from those they initially preferred? We will also 
pay attention to the question of whether rural residents are more inclined to express a 
preference to leave their municipality if the local housing market pressure is high. 

 We use data from two cross-sectional housing surveys for the Netherlands, the 
Housing Demand Survey (HDS) 2002 and the Housing Research Netherlands (HRN) 
survey 2006, that are enriched with individual register data from the longitudinal Social 
Statistical Database (SSD). By following individuals longitudinally, we try to make visible 
what remains invisible in studies that rely solely on data regarding actual moves. This 
study employs multilevel multinomial logistic regression of the realisation of rural 
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location preferences.  
 

2. Theory and background 
Whether it applies to a rural or an urban context, the individual mobility decision-

making process includes the formation of a positive attitude towards moving (e.g., a 
desire, intention, or expectation), the search and evaluation of housing alternatives, and, 
finally, the decision to move or to stay. There are important conceptual differences 
between the various positive attitudes. Desires are often seen as unconstrained attitudes 
representing longings; that is, people may have a desire without considering the 
possibility to fulfil this desire (Crowder, 2001; Desbarats, 1983; Lu, 1998). Conversely, 
intentions and expectations, whereby expectations also indicate whether individuals think 
that the behaviour is likely to happen in the future (Sheeran, 2002), are thought to be 
constrained in the sense that they incorporate an individual's perception of the 
possibilities to change residence (e.g., Lu, 1998). Accordingly, intentions and 
expectations are considered to be more rational (cf. Davis, 1984) and better predictors of 
actual behaviour than desires in the sense of longings (Crowder, 2001; Lu, 1998). 

This paper focuses on the realisation of rural location preferences among rural 
residents and urbanites intending to move. In line with De Jong (1999), this intention to 
move indicates that one is willing to change residence. This willingness is likely 
constrained. Related research, for example, has shown that lower income groups are less 
likely to be willing to move than higher income groups (De Groot et al., 2008). Although 
our measurement of a positive attitude towards moving is rather simple (see Section 
3.1), it comes closest to the concept of an intention. 
 
2.1 Preferences to move to or within rural areas 

Preferences for rural living are often ascribed to the characteristics of rural areas 
such as peacefulness, space, greenness, and a slower pace of life (Bunce, 1994 for the 
United States; Halfacree and Boyle, 1998 for the United Kingdom). The positive and 
idealised image surrounding many aspects of the rural lifestyle, community, and scenery 
(e.g., Cloke and Little, 1997; Vepsäläinen and Pitkänen, 2010), is certainly not a new 
phenomenon; the “rural idyll” already emerged in the eighteenth century, when 
industrial barons bought up county estates and grand mansions in the Victorian 
countryside (Bunce, 1994). The rural idyll in particular, offers an explanation for rural 
preferences among urbanites (Bunce, 1994; Halfacree, 1994; Jones et al., 2003; Van 
Dam et al., 2002). However, rural residents’ preferences can also be related to the rural 
idyll: rural experience generates attachment to the characteristics of rural areas (Feijten 
et al., 2008) and thus may affect residential preferences. 

In line with the assumption that people take hampering and facilitating factors into 
account in the formation of intentions to move (for example, see Desbarats, 1983; 
Gardner et al., 1985), intended movers’ location preferences are most likely accounted 
for perceived local housing market opportunities (compare Feijten et al., 2008). If people 
believe that it is difficult to realise their latent (rural) residential preferences in a certain 
municipality due to a high local housing market pressure, then they may not express a 
preference to move to this municipality (see also Section 2.2.2). Rural residents living in 
areas with a highly pressured housing market are, therefore, expected to express a 
preference for moving elsewhere more often than those living in rural areas with a less 
pressured housing market. However, such factors as emotional attachment to the locality 
(Fischer and Malmberg, 2001) and location-specific capital, which indicate the degree to 
which people are embedded (socially and economically) into their locality (DaVanzo, 
1981), may make rural residents less willing to leave their municipality. In such cases, 
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an initial favourable attitude towards moving may not crystallise into an intention to 
move at all (Gardner et al., 1985). 
 
2.2 Realisation of rural location preferences 

If intended movers are unable to realise their rural location preference, two 
adjustment mechanisms can be expected. First, intended movers may choose to stay in 
their current homes. Second, intended movers may decide to move to a rural area in a 
different municipality than initially preferred or they may move to an urban area. The 
latter is often referred to as substitution: the acceptance of a new home that may fit 
some, but not all, of one’s initial preferences (Goetgeluk, 1997). Which of the two 
alternatives will be chosen is highly dependent on personal circumstances. Personal 
circumstances not only determine whether it is possible to postpone the intended move 
but also the willingness to move to a location that does not comply with one’s initial 
location preferences. Goetgeluk (1997) showed that most people are not willing to move 
to a location different from that initially preferred because location preferences are often 
strong. In line with this finding, McHugh (1984) showed for the United States that just 16 
percent of those with a specific destination in mind relocated to a destination different 
from that initially preferred.  
 
Intended local movers versus intended non-local movers 

Studies on rural gentrification frequently claim that rural residents, so-called 
“locals”, face difficulties realising a preference to move within their rural locality because 
they are outbid by more affluent non-locals (chosen as the all-embracing term for such 
descriptions such as “incomers”, “newcomers”, “non-residents”, “returnees”, and 
“outsiders” found in studies on rural gentrification, e.g., Cloke and Little, 1990; 
Shucksmith, 1991; Smith, 2002). 

Although this assumption is, to say the least, quite persistent, there is no 
conclusive empirical evidence for its general validity. Based on in-depth interviews, the 
studies of McGrath (2001 for North West Connemara in Ireland) and Stockdale (2010 for 
Scotland) indeed suggest that rural residents have difficulties in finding homes within 
their locality and are forced to move elsewhere. Stockdale and colleagues (2000 for rural 
Scotland) and Guimond and Simard (2010 for Québec) find some qualitative evidence 
that rural residents have difficulties securing rural housing. At the same time, however, 
they did not find direct evidence that non-locals outbid the locals wishing to remain 
within the area (Stockdale et al., 2000) and that the in-migration of non-locals 
systematically leads to the displacement of the local population (Guimond and Simard, 
2010). Analysing the aggregated data on actual moves, some studies suggest that rural 
areas have undergone a process of gentrification in the sense that they have become 
more “middle class” (Cloke and Thrift, 1987 for Southern England; see also Cloke et al., 
1998). A study conducted by Van Dam (1996) for the Netherlands demonstrates that 
poorer groups are moving out while more affluent groups are moving into rural areas. 
Other studies, however, indicate that rural in-migration flows also include individuals who 
do not belong to the so-called middle class or service-class (Hoggart, 2007 for rural 
England and Wales; Phillips, 1993 for Wales; Stockdale, 2010). According to Hoggart 
(2007), this finding “raises potent question marks against messages that the rural 
working classes are being forced out of the countryside” (p. 314). 

The main reason why locals may have problems competing with non-locals in the 
rural housing market relates to differences in financial resources (see also next Section). 
Several studies have indicated that non-local migrants tend to have higher incomes than 
long-term residents and local movers (Cloke et al., 1995b; Smith and Philips, 2001; 
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Stockdale et al., 2000). People originating from urban areas, in particular, have been 
shown to be wealthier than their rural counterparts (Hoggart and Henderson, 2005; 
Jones et al., 2003). If non-locals truly have more financial resources, they have more 
opportunities to outbid locals in the local housing market because financial resources 
widen the range of homes affordable to them (Mulder and Hooimeijer, 1999). If we do 
not account for these income differences, intended local movers may have greater 
difficulties in realising their rural location preference than intended non-local movers. 
This effect is particularly to be expected for those who prefer an owner-occupied home 
because access to the (regulated) rental housing sector depends not only on income but 
also on non-price criteria, such as waiting time and allocation rules. Moreover, in some 
rural areas in the Netherlands, access to the regulated rental sector is characterised by 
the preferential treatment of locals above non-locals (Haffner and Hoekstra, 2006). 

Aside from non-locals’ potential difficulties in gaining access to the regulated rental 
sector, several other non-financial factors may particularly hamper their realisation of 
rural location preferences. Intended non-local movers may have to put more time and 
energy into finding a suitable home that meets their preferences than intended local 
movers because they are less familiar with the local housing market. Not surprisingly, 
Lewis and Sherwood (1994) found that differences exist in the adopted search procedure 
in rural areas between local movers and urban migrants. 

Furthermore, intended non-local movers may be more willing to move to a rural 
area in a different municipality than the one initially preferred if they cannot find a 
suitable home. Because intended non-local movers lack a direct residential tie to the 
preferred municipality, we propose that they have a less pronounced location preference 
than intended local movers. Furthermore, emotional attachment to the current locality 
(Fischer and Malmberg, 2001) and location-specific capital (DaVanzo, 1981) may make 
intended local movers more likely than intended non-local movers to remain in the 
current home rather than moving elsewhere if they face difficulties in finding a home in 
their municipality. Moving away may also be very costly for intended local movers 
because an individual’s ability to conduct his or her daily activities is limited by various 
space-time constraints (Hägerstrand, 1970). Moving away may, therefore, imply that 
people need to perform at least some of their daily activities, such as going to school, 
shopping, and leisure activities, elsewhere and that it may become more difficult to visit 
family and friends on a regular basis. 

To summarise, if we control for differences in income, we expect that intended local 
movers are more likely to realise their rural location preferences than intended non-local 
movers. 
 
Influence of local housing market opportunities in rural areas 

Although people are believed to take local housing market opportunities into 
consideration when forming their location preferences (see also Feijten et al., 2008), the 
local housing market may still directly affect the extent to which rural preferences are 
realised in the preferred municipality. Hampering factors may be more severe than 
anticipated (Desbarats, 1983). Alternatively, the local housing market opportunities 
(accounted for in the “mental calculus” leading to the formation of location preferences) 
may have changed since the formation of a preference to move to a rural area in a 
particular municipality.  

It is widely recognised that rural areas differ in their popularity and thus in their 
local housing market opportunities (for example, see Elbersen, 2001; Jobes, 2000). A 
high demand for rural homes may result in high tension between supply and demand, 
which is reflected in high property prices (Visser et al., 2008). In areas where prices are 
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increasing, it becomes more attractive to build new homes (DiPasquale and Wheaton, 
1996; Renes et al., 2006). However, in reality, there has been little housing development 
in rural areas in the Netherlands, particularly in areas with a highly pressured housing 
market, as restrictive spatial planning policies prevent the construction of housing in 
these areas (Priemus, 2007; Van Dam et al., 2002). Restrictive spatial policies do not 
apply only to the Netherlands. In Great Britain (Hoggart and Henderson, 2005), Spain 
(Elbersen, 2001), Norway, Sweden, and France (Gallent et al., 2002), restrictive spatial 
regimes also limit the development of rural housing. While spatial restrictive policies are 
undoubtedly helpful in protecting rural areas from further urbanisation, they also have a 
hampering effect on the housing opportunities in these areas. 

Figure 1 gives a crude indication of the tension between supply and demand in rural 
areas in the Netherlands (for the definition of rural areas, see Section 3.2). Rural areas 
that lie within the urban sphere of influence are characterised by a highly pressured 
housing market. These rural areas are mainly concentrated near (or in) the Randstad, 
the most densely populated region that serves as the economic heart of the Netherlands, 
and in the central-south intermediate zone of the Netherlands. In contrast, peripheral 
rural areas in the north and east of the Netherlands and in the provinces Zeeland and 
Limburg are characterised by a less pressured housing market and thus have more 
housing market opportunities. 

The higher the local housing market pressure, the greater difficulty in finding a 
suitable and affordable home. Therefore, intended movers who prefer to move to a rural 
area with a highly pressured housing market are hypothesised to be less likely to realise 
their rural location preference and more likely to move to a different location (either rural 
or urban) than initially preferred than those preferring to move to a rural area with a 
lower pressured housing market. 

 
 
The influence of other individual characteristics  

The extent to which intended local and intended non-local movers are able to 
realise their rural location preference is purportedly also affected by individual factors. 
Some individual factors are particularly relevant to the opportunities for finding a home 
on the local housing market whereas others relate to a willingness to substitute location 
preferences and the possibility to postpone the intended move.  

Intended movers with high income levels have more resources to realise their rural 
location preferences and are therefore expected to be less likely to move to a different 
area than initially preferred. The same is hypothesised for the highly educated. As an 
indicator of career (and thus income) prospects, a high level of education may have a 
positive impact on the range of homes that are affordable (Mulder and Hooimeijer, 
1999).  

Some studies suggest that young rural residents, in particular, face difficulties in 
finding a home in their own municipality (for example, see McGrath, 2001; Shucksmith, 
1991). However, in general, younger people are more likely to move than older people if 
they have an intention to do so (De Groot et al., 2011; Lu, 1998). Because it is not 
possible to realise a rural location preference without changing home, younger people 
may be more likely to move to a rural area in their preferred municipality than older 
people. If it is difficult to find a rural home in their preferred municipality, younger people 
are also hypothesised to be more likely to move to a location other than their initially 
preferred one because they are thought to be more flexible and therefore more inclined 
towards substitution (Goetgeluk and Hooimeijer, 1991). For the same reasons, we also 
hypothesise that those who are still living in the parental home or in shared 
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accommodation are more likely to move to a different location than initially preferred 
than current renters and homeowners.  

Furthermore, the extent to which rural location preferences are realised likely 
depends on tenure preferences. Whereas owner-occupied homes are most often sold to 
the highest bidder, the eligibility for a rental home often depends on allocation criteria, such 
as position on a waiting list, age, and household size. Those preferring to rent may thus 
have greater difficulties in realising their rural location preferences than those preferring 
an owner-occupied home. At the same time, however, it is unlikely that they will move 
more frequently to a location different from that initially preferred because of the 
existence of waiting lists and other allocation criteria.  

Finally, household situation and strength of intention to move are known to play a 
role in the extent to which people realise their intention to move, and are therefore 
accounted for. 

 
 

 
Figure 1 Housing market pressure in rural areas in the Netherlands, 1999-2007 
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3. Data and analytical strategy 
3.1 Data 

We use data from the Housing Demand Survey (HDS) 2002 and its successor the 
Housing Research Netherlands (HRN) 2006 survey. These large-scale surveys represent 
the Netherlands population, aged 18 years and over, excluding those living in 
institutions. The data contain detailed information regarding the socio-demographic and 
socio-economic characteristics of respondents, their current housing situation, and the 
municipality and four-digit postal code areas where respondent resides. The surveys also 
contain information regarding intentions to move within two years in which an intention 
to move is indicated by positive answers (i.e., “Possibly yes, maybe”, “I would like to, 
but I cannot find anything”, or “Most certainly yes”) to the survey question ”Do you want 
to move within the next two years?” (In Dutch: “Wilt u binnen twee jaar verhuizen?”). 
For intended movers, the surveys also contain information regarding the preferred 
municipality and type of residential environment. The preferred type of residential 
environment is derived from the four-digit postal code area to which intended movers 
prefer to relocate. In line with the theory that people become attached to the 
characteristics of the type of residential environment in which they are living, intended 
movers often express a preference for a type of residential environment that is similar to 
their current one (depending on the type, the percentage varies from 41 to 64). It should 
be stressed that the information regarding the exact preferred postal code area is not 
released to researchers. Approximately 25 percent of the respondents who stated a 
preference to move to a particular municipality did not state at all to which specific postal 
code area they prefer to move. For these respondents, the preferred type of residential 
environment is indirectly assigned. The assignment is based on answers to questions 
regarding housing preferences, such as preferences concerning the distance to a city 
centre and the dominant type of housing in the neighbourhood (ABF Research, 2010). 
Although this assignment is the best possible indicator of the preferred type of residential 
environment, we are uncertain whether all of those with an assigned rural preference 
would state for themselves such a preference if asked directly.  

Data concerning housing market transactions in rural areas from 1999 to 2007 
were linked to individual respondents using information regarding their current and 
preferred municipality. These data are provided by Statistics Netherlands and are 
available at the level of four-digit postal code areas. Because these housing surveys only 
release information indicating preferred municipalities and do not indicate preferred 
postal code areas, we aggregated the housing market transactions at the municipal level. 
Note that between 1999 and 2007, several changes in the municipality zoning occurred 
due to mergers; all data regarding housing market transactions are based on the 
municipal zoning map of 2007. 

For the purpose of this research, the housing surveys were enriched with individual 
longitudinal register data from the Social Statistical Database (SSD) using a unique 
personal identification number that is included in both data sources (for more 
information, see Bakker, 2002). The SSD covers the entire population of the Netherlands 
and contains information about the population’s mobility behaviour: it shows whether 
people have moved, the year and month of such relocation, and the postal code area to 
which the relocation occurred. The postal code area was used to determine the type of 
residential environment to which respondents have moved within two years time after 
the moment of interview (see Section 3.2). This newly created longitudinal data set 
facilitated the study of rural mobility decisions from a micro-behavioural approach 
without having difficulties in tracking respondents over time. The data set also enabled 
us to perform in-depth analyses while accounting for differences in area-specific 



 

9 
 

contexts. The latter ability is a major advantage over the many area-specific studies on 
rural gentrification because it allows generalisation of the micro-behavioural results for 
the Netherlands as a whole. 

The enriched HDS 2002 and HRN 2006 data set contains information on 138,793 
respondents. We excluded respondents who were expecting an involuntary move (for 
example because of impending housing demolition), respondents who had already found 
a new home, and respondents who, at the time of the interview, had intentions to 
emigrate. After this selection process, the research sample included 133,349 
respondents: 84,864 living in urban areas, and 48,484 living in rural areas. We excluded 
a small number of rural residents (n = 77) because we were unable to define the level of 
housing market pressure for their residential areas (for more information, see Section 
3.3) for the analysis of whether rural residents are more inclined to express a preference 
to move elsewhere if their local housing market pressure is high. To analyse the 
realisation of rural location preferences, we selected rural residents and non-rural 
residents who expressed a preference to move to a rural area (n = 10,261). A small 
number of respondents who died or emigrated within the two years following the 
interview (n = 162) and respondents who preferred to move into dependent housing, 
such as shared accommodation (n = 572), were excluded from the data set. We also 
excluded a small number of intended movers with rural residential preferences who 
indicated that they preferred to move to municipalities that lack rural areas (n = 129). 
Furthermore, we also excluded respondents with information missing regarding the 
preferred municipality variable (n = 1,824) and those who preferred to move to a 
municipality for which we were unable to define the housing market pressure due to a 
lack of housing market transactions (n = 157). Our final research sample includes 7,446 
respondents. 

 
3.2 Identifying rural areas 

Although the Netherlands is a largely urbanised country, it does have areas that are 
predominantly rural (OECD, 2010). To identify rural areas, we adopted the typology of 
residential environments developed by ABF (ABF Research, 2010; Van Bremen and 
Jonkhof, 2003). In the housing surveys, the same typology is used to classify the type of 
preferred residential environment. The typology differentiates urban areas (centre-urban 
and outside centre-urban) and modest urban areas (green-urban) from rural areas, 
wherein the label rural area refers to small settlements and villages, and the open 
countryside. In the Netherlands, 2,728 of the 4,018 postal code areas can be classified 
as rural. Rural areas are characterised by having a low address density, small population 
size in the municipality to which the area belongs, and relatively few facilities (ABF 
Research, 2010; Van Bremen and Jonkhof, 2003).  

A drawback to the typology is that areas with a predominantly industrial function 
(among the most illustrative ones being areas that belong to Schiphol airport and the 
harbour of Rotterdam) are often classified as “rural” solely due to their low address 
density. To address this deficiency, we took additional criteria concerning land use into 
account in our final assessment of whether an area is rural. Rural areas are characterised 
by the presence of agriculture, forests or nature areas (comprising more than 44.4 
percent of the area) and relatively few business sites (less than 14.7 percent of the 
area). These selection criteria are based on a standard deviation from the mean land in 
use for green and business sites in rural areas as defined by ABF. In the end, 2,516 
postal code areas were considered to be rural (see also Figure 1). To give an 
approximation of the size of a rural postal code area, the mean number of square 
kilometres is 11.96, and the mean population size is 2,527 inhabitants. 



 

10 
 

 
3.3 Variables 

The dependent variable in the multivariate analysis and the contextual variables 
were derived from the SSD and housing market data of Statistics Netherlands, 
respectively. All other variables were derived from the HDS and HRN and refer to the 
time of the interview. The descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent 
variables are presented in Table 1. 

The first important variable indicates whether or not rural residents intend to move, 
and if so, their preferred location. Four categories were distinguished: preference to 
move to a rural area within the current municipality (intended local movers), preference 
to move to a rural area in a different municipality, preference to move to an urban area, 
and no intention to move.  

The dependent variable applies to respondents who expressed a preference to 
move to a rural area. It measures whether they moved in the two years since the 
interview was held, and if so, whether they realised their rural location preference. The 
variable consists of four categories: moved to a rural area in the preferred municipality, 
moved to a rural area in a different municipality than initially preferred, moved to an 
urban area, and did not move: the last category was chosen as the reference category in 
the multivariate analysis. 

The first main independent variable indicates the level of housing market pressure 
in rural areas by municipality. The local housing market pressure is indicated by the 
pressure on the market for owner-occupied dwellings. Using information regarding the 
average selling price of homes in 2007 and the price increase or decrease (measured in 
percentages) in the period 1999-2007, four categories were discerned: low pressure, low 
but increasing pressure, high pressure, and high and increasing pressure. A high 
pressure indicates that the average selling price is above the national selling price of a 
rural home; an increasing pressure refers to a price increase that is above the national 
price increase of rural housing. For 11 municipalities, it was not possible to determine the 
housing market pressure due to a small number (fewer than 3) of transactions per year 
in the rural areas of these municipalities. 

The second main independent variable indicates the place of origin for those 
preferring to move to a rural area, and was coded into three categories: intended local 
mover, intended non-local mover originating from a rural area, and intended non-local 
mover originating from an urban area. In our research sample, 927 respondents 
preferred to move from an urban to a rural area within their current municipality. These 
respondents were classified as intended non-local movers because they were not yet 
living in a rural residential environment. 

Household income was coded in quartiles that were based on the income of all 
respondents included in the analyses. For 56 respondents, the household income was 
marked as “implausible” in the surveys; the mean household income value was 
substituted for these implausible values. The models include a dummy value to indicate 
whether substitution had taken place. The level of education refers to the highest 
educational level achieved and was categorised using three levels: up to lower 
secondary, higher secondary or medium vocational, and higher vocational or university. 
The category up to lower secondary also includes a small number of respondents with an 
unknown educational level; owing to the small number of respondents (approximately 
20) it was not possible to identify the latter category separately. 
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics of dependent and independent variables (N = 7,446) 
Categorical variables N % 
Realisation of rural preferences (dep var) 

did not move 4719 63.4 
moved to rural area in preferred municipality 1527 20.5 
moved to rural area elsewhere 372 5.0 
moved to urban area 828 11.1 

Origin intended mover   
local 3756 50.4 
non-local from other rural area 1375 18.5 
non-local from urban area 2315 31.1 

Income   
low 1759 23.6 
middle-low 1833 24.6 
middle-high 1912 25.7 
high 1942 26.1 

Plausibility household income  
plausible 7390 99.3 
implausible 56 0.8 

Educational level   
up to lower secondary 2686 36.1 
higher secondary or medium vocational 2986 40.1 
higher vocational or university 1774 23.8 

Expected household composition  
single 2154 28.9 
couple without children 2994 40.2 
family with children 2298 30.9 

Current housing situation   
starter 1977 26.6 
renter 2511 33.7 
homeowner 2958 39.7 

Preferred tenure   
rental home 2901 39.0 
owner-occupied home 4545 61.0 

Strength of intention to move  
less strong 4643 62.4 
strong 2803 37.6 

Survey year   
2002 4119 55.3 
2006 3327 44.7 

Local housing market pressure  
low 1912 25.7 
low but increasing 2464 33.1 
high 1822 24.5 
high and increasing 1248 16.8 

Continuous variables Mean S.D. 
Age 38.6 16.1 
Age2 1745.4 1483.3 
 

The multivariate analyses also include the control variables age and the squared 
value of age to capture the potential non-linear effects of age. We centred the age 
variables on the mean so that the intercept is interpretable as the expected value of the 
outcome variable if the predictor, in this case age, has its mean value of 39. The 
expected household situation after the intended move has taken place was coded into 
three categories: single, couple without children, and family with children. The last 
category includes couples with children and one-parent families. The current housing 
situation was categorised into three categories: starter (people who are currently living 
with their parents or in shared accommodation), renter, and homeowner. We also 
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included a dummy variable indicating the preference to buy or rent a home. The variable 
of the strength of the subject’s intention to move was derived from the same question 
used to determine the subject’s intentions to move (see Section 3.1) and was 
categorised into two categories: those with a strong intention to move (which refers to 
people who “Most certainly yes” intend to move) and those with a less strong intention to 
move. Finally, a dummy variable was included to control for the survey year (2002 or 
2006). 

 
3.4 Analytical strategy 

We first describe the extent to which rural residents intend to move and, if so, their 
location preferences. Making a distinction between intended local movers and intended 
non-local movers, we also investigate income differences between these groups. 
Furthermore, we investigate the extent to which intended local and non-local movers 
have realised their preference to move to a rural area in their preferred municipality; i.e., 
their rural location preference. 

In the multivariate analyses, we investigate the realisation of rural location 
preferences using multilevel multinomial logistic regression models. Multilevel analysis 
allows a simultaneous examination of the effects of individual level and area level 
variables on individual level outcomes while accounting for the possible dependency of 
observations within areas (Diez-Roux, 2000). We estimate regression models in which we 
assume randomly varying intercepts across municipalities and fixed relationships 
between the dependent and independent variables. Thus, the relationships are assumed 
not to vary across municipalities. We start with a random intercept-only model that 
includes no explanatory variables to calculate the intraclass correlation (ICC). The ICC 
gives information about the proportion of the total variability in the dependent variable 
that is attributable to the area level. The ICC is equal to σ2

u0 / [σ2
u0 + (π2/3)], in which 

σ2
u0 represents the variance of the area level residual errors and π2/3 represents the 

variance of the individual level residual errors, which is equal to the variance of a 
standard logistic distribution (for more information, see Grilli and Rampichini, 2007; 
Hedeker, 2003). 

After the random intercept-only model, we estimate four regression models. The 
first model includes only the place of origin and the year in which the survey is held; 
thereafter, we add the local housing market pressure (Model 2), the socio-demographic 
and socio-economic background characteristics (Model 3), and the current and preferred 
housing situation, and the strength of the intention to move (Model 4). Although only the 
last model is presented, we also refer to the results of the previous models when 
noteworthy changes occurred in the parameters of variables after the inclusion of new 
variable(s). The multilevel multinomial logistic regression models are estimated with the 
GLLAMM (Generalized Linear Latent and Mixed Models) program using a multinomial logit 
link (mlogit) within the software package Stata (Rabe-Hesketh et al., 2004).  

 
4. Results 
4.1 Descriptive analyses 
Preferences to move to and within rural areas 

As presented in Table 2, only 19 percent of rural residents intend to move within 
two years compared to 27 percent of urbanites. About 32 percent of those with an 
intention to move have a preference to move to a rural residential environment. In most 
cases, they are already living in a rural area (more than 64 percent of them). Most rural 
residents with a preference to move to a rural area prefer to do so within their current 
municipality. As one would expect, urbanites with a rural preference often prefer to leave 
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their municipality. 
A closer examination of the location preferences for rural residents intending to 

move suggests that there is no strong connection between the current local housing 
market pressure and the extent to which rural residents prefer to move outside their 
municipal boundaries (see Table 3). Both in rural areas with a highly pressured housing 
market and in rural areas with a lower pressured housing market, approximately 45 
percent of rural residents who intend to move prefer to relocate to a rural area within 
their municipality. Similarly, in rural areas with a highly pressured housing market and in 
rural areas with a lower pressured housing market, approximately 80 percent of the rural 
residents have no intention to move at all. Likewise, among less affluent rural residents, 
no strong connection exists between the local housing market pressure and a preference 
to relocate outside the municipality. The less affluent rural residents, however, show a 
strong preference to move to urban areas. The popularity of urban areas among less 
wealthy rural residents may be traced back to the greater availability of small, affordable 
homes in cities (Dieleman and Mulder, 2002) or to the career opportunities that cities 
offer due to the presence of universities and higher vocational schools, and the greater 
availability of both high- and low-skilled jobs (see also Blaauboer, 2010). Less affluent 
rural residents relatively often prefer to move to an urban area, particularly in rural areas 
with a highly pressured housing market. Although it is tempting to relate this finding to 
the local housing market pressure, rural areas with a highly pressured housing market 
are often located near urban areas (see also Figure 1), a fact that likely affects 
respondents’ location preferences.
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Table 2 Mobility intention and location preferences among rural residents and non-rural residents, percentages 
 Preference to move to…    No intention to 

move 
N (100%) 

 Rural area within 
municipality 

Rural area 
elsewhere 

Rural area in 
unknown 

location 

Urban 
area 

N (100%)   

Rural residents 44.8 17.9 9.2 28.1 9171 81.1 48484 
Urban residents 4.0 8.4 3.4 84.1 23124 72.8 84865 
Total 15.6 11.1 5.1 68.2 32295 75.8 133349 

 
 

Table 3 Mobility intention and location preferences among rural residents with a low income and all rural residents by local housing 
market pressure, percentages 
  Less affluent rural residents   All rural residents 
 Preference to move to… No 

intention 
to move 

N 
(100%) 

 Preference to move to… No 
intention 
to move 

N 
(100%) 

 

Rural area (with)in: Urban 
area 

N 
(100%) 

  

 

Rural area (with)in: Urban 
area 

N 
(100%) 

  

  

own 
muni. 

else-
where 

unknown 
location 

        own 
muni. 

else-
where 

unknown 
location 

      

Low    40.2 15.9 8.1 35.8 851 74.0 3275  44.3 17.9 9.2 28.5 2365 81.9 13082 
Low but 
increasing  

38.5 17.9 8.7 34.9 1140 73.9 4375  43.9 20.5 10.1 25.5 3147 81.6 17140 

High  41.5 13.3 6.3 38.9 759 69.5 2491  46.6 15.6 8.3 29.5 2140 79.7 10531 
High and 
increasing  

38.9 12.4 7.5 41.1 547 72.1 1960  45.1 15.7 8.4 30.7 1507 80.3 7654 
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Realisation of rural location preferences 

Table 4 reveals that rural location preferences are often not realised within two 
years. Of the 7,907 respondents with a preference to move to a rural location, 
approximately 63 percent did not move at all. Of those who changed residence, only 56 
percent moved to a rural area in the preferred municipality; the remaining respondents 
moved to a rural area in a different municipality or to an urban area. 

 
Table 4 Mobility behaviour and location choice of intended rural movers by several 
background characteristics, percentages. 
  Did not 

move 
Moved to:       N 

(100%) 
    rural area in 

preferred 
municipality 

rural area 
elsewhere 

urban 
area 

N 
(100%) 

  

Origin intended mover       
local 65.4 77.1 8.0 14.9 1298 3756 
non-local from rural area 60.4 52.0 25.4 22.6 544 1375 
non-local from urban area 61.8 27.5 14.7 57.9 885 2315 

Local housing market pressure       
low 63.5 61.4 13.5 25.1 697 1912 
low but increasing 61.2 60.5 13.3 26.3 956 2464 
high 64.3 48.0 13.5 38.5 650 1822 
high and increasing 66.0 49.3 14.9 35.8 424 1248 

Income       
low 59.2 50.8 12.0 37.2 718 1759 
middle-low 61.4 61.1 11.7 27.2 707 1833 
middle-high 65.8 56.0 14.1 29.9 653 1912 
high 66.6 56.1 17.1 26.8 649 1942 

       
Total 63.4 56.0 13.6 30.4 2727 7446 

 
Income differences account for the primary reason why intended local movers may 

have more difficulties in realising their rural location preferences than intended non-local 
movers. In line with previous research, intended local movers have, on average, a lower 
annual income (€ 24,863) than intended non-local movers originating from both urban 
areas (€ 27,350) and rural areas (€ 25,628). This finding indicates that intended non-
local movers, especially those originating from urban areas, have the capacity to outbid 
intended local movers on the rural housing market. An analysis of variance (ANOVA) 
revealed significant differences in income (Brown-Forsythe F ratio: F(2, 7443)=12.66, 
p<0.001). A Games-Howell post-hoc test (used because the population variances and 
sample sizes were unequal; for more information, see Games and Howell, 1976; Jaccard 
et al., 1984) revealed that intended non-local movers originating from urban areas have 
significantly higher incomes than both intended local movers and intended non-local 
movers originating from rural areas. 

Notably, and despite their less favourable financial situation, our results show that 
intended local movers more often realised their preference to move to a rural area in 
their preferred municipality – their current one – than intended non-local movers, 
especially in comparison to those originating from an urban area (77 percent versus 28 
percent). Intended non-local movers moved more often to rural areas in a different 
municipality than initially preferred and to urban areas. An additional analysis (not 
presented) revealed that this pattern does not differ between areas with a highly 
pressured housing market and areas with a lower pressured housing market pressure. 
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Thus, although many intended non-local movers have the opportunity to outbid intended 
local movers, intended local movers have realised their rural location preferences more 
often. 

The local housing market pressure appears to be relevant for the extent to which 
intended movers have realised their rural residential preferences in their preferred 
municipality (see Table 4). Higher housing market pressure is associated with both a 
higher incidence of not moving and with moving to an urban area. Therefore, those who 
preferred to move to a rural area with a highly pressured housing market not only moved 
less often, but, if they changed residence, they were also less often able to realise their 
rural location preferences. 

Intended movers with a higher income moved less often than those with a low 
income. If they changed residence, however, they more often realised their rural location 
preferences. The less affluent movers, in particular, appeared to have difficulties in 
realising their rural location preferences as they moved more often to an urban area 
instead of the initially preferred rural area. This finding seems to provide some validation 
for the concern that individuals with a low income have difficulties securing rural housing 
and are excluded from living in the countryside. 

 
 

4.2 Multivariate analyses 
Table 5 shows the effect of individual characteristics and the local housing market 

on how intended movers have realised their rural residential preference in their preferred 
municipality. 

The random intercept only model (result not shown in Table 5) shows a significant 
variance at the area level (0.0023; p<0.001) that yields an intra-class correlation 
coefficient of 0.0023 / [0.0023 + (π2/3)] = 0.0069. This finding implies that less than 1 
percent of the variance in the realisation of rural residential preferences is attributable to 
the municipality level. The pressure on the local housing market is therefore expected to 
play only a modest role in the explanation of the extent to which rural location 
preferences are realised. 

The extent to which people realise their rural residential preference in the preferred 
municipality is clearly affected by the intended mover’s location of origin (first column in 
Table 5). Studies on rural gentrification have frequently proposed that rural residents are 
being outbid and subsequently displaced by more affluent non-locals. However, this 
study demonstrates that (before and after controlling for potential differences in 
sociodemographic and socioeconomic background characteristics such as household 
income) intended local movers are more likely to realise their rural location preferences 
than are intended non-local movers. This finding seems to be in accordance with various 
other studies, which did not find empirical evidence that non-locals are systematically 
outbidding or displacing locals who wish to remain within the area (Guimond and Simard, 
2010; Stockdale et al., 2000). The second and third columns in Table 5 reveal that 
intended non-local movers are more likely to move to a rural area in a different 
municipality than they initially preferred and to urban areas than their counterparts, i.e., 
intended local movers. Whereas urbanites are more likely to move to an urban area, 
intended non-local movers originating from a rural area are more likely to move to a 
rural area in a municipality other than that initially preferred. In an additional analysis, 
we have estimated the model separately for rural areas with a high housing market 
pressure and for rural areas with a low housing market pressure (results not shown). 
Irrespective of the local housing market pressure, intended local movers are estimated to 
be more likely to realise their rural location preferences than intended non-local movers. 
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Table 5 Multilevel multinomial logistic regression of realising rural location preferences. 

  Moved to rural 
area in 

preferred 
municipality 

 Moved to rural area 
in other 

municipality 

 Moved to urban 
area 

  B  S.E.  B  S.E.  B  S.E. 
Individual characteristics            
Origin intended mover (ref: local)            

non-local from other rural area -0.317 *** 0.083  1.248 *** 0.139  0.570 *** 0.127 
non-local from non-rural area -0.937 *** 0.084  0.633 *** 0.141  1.471 *** 0.097 

Income (ref: low)            
middle-low 0.212 ** 0.093  0.023  0.173  -0.209 * 0.117 
middle-high 0.199 * 0.108  0.176  0.195  -0.043  0.135 
high 0.206 * 0.123  0.218  0.217  -0.169  0.158 

Implausible income -0.545  0.390  -0.530  0.752  0.288  0.393 
Educational level (ref: up to lower 
secondary) 

           

higher secondary or medium  
vocational 

0.054  0.077  0.033  0.138  0.142  0.102 

higher vocational or university 0.102  0.091  0.176  0.159  0.351 *** 0.116 
Age -0.089 *** 0.014  -0.050 * 0.029  -0.115 *** 0.018 
Age2 0.001 *** 0.000  0.000  0.000  0.001 *** 0.000 
Expected household composition 
(ref: single) 

           

couple without children 0.197 ** 0.081  0.308 ** 0.153  0.067  0.103 
family with children 0.052  0.102  0.083  0.180  -0.045  0.127 

Current housing situation (ref: 
starter) 

           

rental home -0.023  0.105  0.187  0.182  0.161  0.130 
owner-occupied home 0.065  0.123  0.343  0.215  0.012  0.161 

Preference to rent -0.034  0.080  0.183  0.143  0.339 *** 0.101 
Strong intention to move 1.351 *** 0.064  1.020 *** 0.113  1.278 *** 0.083 
Survey year 2006 -0.048  0.064  0.212 * 0.112  0.280 *** 0.082 
Area level characteristics            
Local housing market pressure (ref: 
low) 

           

low but increasing 0.017  0.079  0.055  0.145  0.172  0.113 
high -0.295 *** 0.090  0.026  0.158  0.415 *** 0.115 
high and increasing -0.374 *** 0.101  -0.049  0.173  0.239 * 0.128 

            
Intercept -1.589 *** 0.140  -4.263 *** 0.267  -3.720 *** 0.194 
            
Initial log likelihood -7505           
Model log likelihood -6622           
LR Chi² (60) 1767***          
Pseudo R² 0.118           
N individuals 7446           
N areas 396           

* = p < .10; ** = p < .05; *** = p < .01 

 
Although the inclusion of the spatial context variable does not add much 

explanatory power to the model (the pseudo R2 shows a very modest increase from 0.04 
to 0.05), the local housing market pressure significantly affects the extent to which 
intended movers realise their rural location preferences. As expected, preferring to move 
to a rural area with a highly pressured housing market decreases the likelihood of 
realising their rural location preferences. This effect is strongest in rural areas in which 
the housing prices are high and increasing. Furthermore, people who prefer to move to a 
rural area characterised by a high or increasing housing market pressure are significantly 
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more likely to move to an urban area than those with a preference to move to a rural 
area with a low housing market pressure. However, this effect needs to be interpreted 
with caution because rural areas with highly pressured housing markets are often located 
in the vicinity of urbanised areas, which may affect the actual location decision (see also 
Van Dam et al., 2005; see also Figure 1). 

As hypothesised, people with higher incomes are more likely to realise their rural 
location preference than those with a low income (Table 5). People with a low income 
indeed seem to struggle to secure rural housing, as has also been suggested elsewhere 
(e.g., Hoggart, 1997). Although the descriptive analysis showed that people with a low 
income moved more often to an urban area than those with a higher income, our 
multivariate analysis shows that they are not significantly more likely to move to an 
urban area rather than not moving at all.  

Remarkably, level of education only matters to the extent to which people have 
moved to an urban area (third column Table 5). The highly educated are more likely to 
move to an urban area than the lowest educated. For highly educated people it is 
presumably more attractive to move to an urban area instead of the initially preferred 
rural area because in the Netherlands, as elsewhere in the world, the bulk of professional 
jobs can be found in urbanised areas (Van Ham, 2005). In urban areas, it is therefore 
easier to exploit the monetary benefits associated with a high education. Highly educated 
people may also be attracted to urbanised areas because of the location-specific 
characteristics of cities, such as cultural and recreational amenities, lifestyle options, 
aesthetic assets, and an open and tolerant atmosphere (e.g., Florida, 2002; Marlet and 
Van Woerkens, 2005, Van Dam et al., 2005). 

Although several studies suggest that young rural residents face difficulties in 
securing rural housing (for example, see McGrath, 2001; Shucksmith, 1991), this study 
demonstrates that young people are more likely to realise their rural location preferences 
than are their older counterparts. The probability of moving to a rural area in the 
preferred municipality is estimated to decrease until the age of 56 and to increase from 
that age on. However, younger people are also more likely than older people to move to 
urban areas and to rural areas in municipalities other than their initially preferred ones 
rather than not moving. This finding is not necessarily related to a lack of affordable rural 
housing in the preferred municipality. Young people may also opt to move to elsewhere if 
the local opportunity structure for jobs and education in the initially preferred 
municipality is limited (cf. Jones, 2001; McGrath, 2001). 

Couples are more likely to realise their rural location preference than singles. 
Compared to singles, couples are also more likely to move to a rural area in a different 
municipality rather than staying in the current home. The extent to which rural location 
preferences are realised does not significantly differ between singles and families with 
children. Our findings might indicate that the rural housing market affords couples in 
particular with opportunities to find suitable and affordable rural housing. Future research 
is needed, however, to determine whether the circumstances of the rural housing market 
indeed offer an explanation for the different likelihoods of moving to rural housing found 
for couples, singles, and families. 

The relative risk of realising a move to a rural area in the preferred municipality 
rather than not moving is estimated to be four times higher for those with a strong 
intention to move than for those with a less strong intention. People with a strong 
intention to move are, however, also more likely to substitute their rural location 
preferences: they are more likely to move to an urban area or to a rural area in a 
municipality other than initially preferred. These findings suggest that for those with a 
strong intention to move, it is most important to change residence within a short period 



 

19 
 

of time. Whether they also settle in a location that fully complies with their initial location 
preferences appears to be of secondary importance. 

Remarkably starters on the housing market are not more or less likely to realise 
their rural location preferences than those who are already on the housing market. The 
likelihood to move to either an urban area or a rural area in a different municipality 
rather than not moving does not differ between starters, renters, and homeowners. 

Finally, intended movers’ preference for an owner-occupied home or a rental home 
does not have a significant effect on the extent to which rural location preferences are 
realised. Intended movers who prefer an owner-occupied home are, however, less likely 
to move to an urban area than those preferring a rental home. This finding corresponds 
with the fact that rural areas offer more opportunities to buy a home than urban areas. 
In the Netherlands, the rural housing market, particularly the social rental sector, is 
characterised by locals having preferential treatment over non-locals. In an additional 
analysis, we have tested whether our finding that intended local movers are more likely 
to realise their rural location preference than intended non-local movers especially 
applies to the rental sector by estimating separate regression models for those preferring 
to own and those preferring to rent. We find that irrespective of tenure preferences, 
intended local movers are more likely to realise their rural location preference than 
intended non-local movers. 
 
5. Conclusion and discussion 

In this paper, we investigated the realisation of rural location preferences in the 
Netherlands. We have addressed the question whether intended local movers have more 
difficulties in realising their preference to move to a rural area in their preferred 
municipality (i.e., their current municipality) than intended non-local movers. To follow 
respondents with a rural location preference over time with respect to their actual 
mobility behaviour and location choice, we created an innovative longitudinal data set 
that allowed us to account for both individual and area-specific characteristics. 

Although many studies on rural gentrification allege that rural areas are becoming 
more “middle-class” and that rural residents are outbid by non-locals and subsequently 
forced to move to elsewhere, this study demonstrates that in spite of their lower income, 
intended local movers are far more likely to realise their rural location preference than 
are intended non-local movers. In accordance with the findings of Stockdale and 
colleagues (2000 for rural Scotland) and Guimond and Simard (2010 for rural Québec), 
our results suggest that, at least in the Netherlands, rural residents do not encounter 
more problems securing rural housing than non-locals. 

It is shown that intended non-local movers more often move to a location other 
than that initially preferred; that is, urbanites are more likely to move to (or within) an 
urban area, and non-urbanites to a rural area in a municipality other than initially 
preferred. Their place of origin is an important determinant to which people realise or 
adjust their rural location preferences. It may be that the rural location preference of 
intended non-local movers is more fluid and less pronounced and that this makes them 
more willing to move to a location different than that initially preferred. Furthermore, 
factors such as place attachment and the existence of local ties may cause intended local 
movers to be more likely to remain in their current home rather than moving elsewhere 
than intended non-local movers. Although further research is needed to shed more light 
on the actual reasons, our findings help to clarify why (remote) rural housing projects 
partly aimed at attracting wealthy urbanites may fail, as has happened with project the 
Blauwestad in the north-eastern part of the Netherlands (Noordelijke Rekenkamer, 
2010). Although many urbanites may express a preference for rural living, the 
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expression of a preference does not imply that people necessarily act upon that 
preference. 

Although individual characteristics are more important for the extent to which rural 
location preferences are realised than the spatial context, the local housing market 
pressure does play a role. Intended local movers and intended non-local movers are less 
likely to realise their rural location preference in rural areas with a highly pressured 
housing market than in rural areas with a lower pressured housing market. The local 
housing market pressure is especially relevant to the extent to which intended movers, in 
particular intended non-local movers, have moved to an urban area instead of to an 
initially preferred rural one. Because differences in housing market opportunities may 
lead to variations in the opportunity to secure rural housing in different areas (see also 
Guimond and Simmard, 2010), researchers should be cautious in generalising the results 
of area-specific studies. Strikingly, the local housing market pressure is more important 
to the actual realisation of rural location preferences than to the formation of location 
preferences among rural residents. Our results suggest that there are no pronounced 
adjustment mechanisms that are triggered by the local housing market situation in the 
location preferences among rural residents. 

A drawback of our study is that the preferred residential environment type is 
indirectly assigned for some respondents. Consequently, some of those who were 
assigned a preference for rural living may not state such a preference themselves if they 
were asked directly. Further, although we have seen that intended non-local movers are 
less likely to realise their rural location preferences than intended local movers, it 
remains unclear to what extent this can be traced back to differences in the constraints 
people face in realising their preferences, in the strength of the rural location preference, 
or to factors such as emotional place attachment and local ties. Further research is 
needed to determine the role of these factors. 

Despite these limitations, our longitudinal research provides valuable new insights 
into rural mobility processes. Firstly, it reveals that patterns found at the aggregated 
level do not always provide sufficient information to draw conclusions at the individual 
level at which rural mobility decisions are made. Although studies conducted in the 
Netherlands have demonstrated that, at the aggregated level, poorer groups are moving 
out of rural areas while more affluent groups are moving in (Daalhuizen et al., 2011; Van 
Dam, 1996), our longitudinal analyses reveal that this phenomenon does not necessarily 
reflect the “displacement” of rural residents. Secondly, this study shows the importance 
of being cautious in assigning the struggles faced by rural residents in securing rural 
housing, as found in interviews, to processes such as rural gentrification or to 
displacement. For instance, if we had conducted a survey or in-depth interviews among 
rural residents living in a highly pressured rural area, we would have presumably found 
that rural residents, particularly the less affluent ones, face problems securing rural 
housing and that they feel forced to move to elsewhere. However, the micro-behavioural 
approach adopted in this study to investigate rural mobility decisions leads to different 
conclusions. This approach allowed us to make an objective comparison between the 
success rates of locals and non-locals, and revealed that rural residents are not 
systematically excluded from the countryside. 

Although this study provides no other indication than that the claim that rural 
residents are forced from the countryside should be qualified if not confuted (cf. Hoggart, 
2007), our findings do not mean that there is no reason for concern. Particularly in rural 
areas with a highly pressured housing market (most often rural areas within the urban 
sphere of influence), it is relatively difficult for both intended local and non-local movers 
to realise rural location preferences. Furthermore, there are indications that the less 
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affluent in particular face greater difficulties in finding affordable and suitable homes in 
rural areas than do the more affluent. First, less affluent rural residents more often 
prefer to move to an urban area. Second, less affluent intended movers are less likely to 
realise their rural location preferences than more affluent intended movers. The 
adjustment mechanisms in the formation and realisation of rural location preferences 
among the less wealthy suggest a lack of suitable and affordable homes in rural areas for 
those with low incomes. As Hoggart (1997) remarks, the problems faced by the less 
affluent on the rural housing market seem to be merely “centred on the absence of social 
housing provision, rather than social class changes” (p. 485). Therefore, although there 
seems to be no reason to boost the preferential treatment of locals over non-locals in the 
housing allocation system in rural areas, our results do call attention to the difficulties 
that those with low incomes, both intended local movers and intended non-local movers, 
face in the realisation of their rural location preferences. 
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