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1.1  Setting the scene

In many countries of the Western World, urban areas have grown and shrunk. 

However, ever since the Industrial Revolution, urban societies were used to growth. 

This implied growth in prosperity for many urban areas but also many growth- 

related problems. Housing shortages, pollution, congestion, a general scarcity of 

resources, are just some of the problems (highly) populated areas must deal with. 

Academics have therefore been very much concerned with explaining questions 

relating to growth and proposing solutions for growth-related problems. Many 

disciplines have looked at these growth-related developments and attempted to 

explore them. In particular, spatial planning attempted to tackle these problems 

in order to preserve quality of life in the urban areas. The growth explosion occurred 

hand in hand with the development of industries. However, when these declined 

or disappeared, many industrial towns started shrinking, which is characterised 

by a declining population and declining economic activity. Nowadays, population, 

economic and social decline of specific towns, cities and regions usually concerns 

formerly well-developed industrial areas that have not been able to make the 

transition to the post-industrial era.

 The US city of Detroit has challenged how we think about urban development  

in exemplary fashion. The glorious years of industrial success were exchanged for 

an era of decline: economic downturn, population decline, vacancy, etc. At its peak 

in the 1950s, Detroit had almost 2 million inhabitants, as people were attracted to 

the thriving automobile industry. Nowadays it has just around 700 000 inhabitants, 

and is possibly the best-known shrinking city in the world. The image of a successful 

urban area was exchanged for a ‘loser’ image. From a place to be at the peak of its 

industrial success days, it has transformed into a top destination for disaster tourism. 

Striking photographs of decayed buildings and abandoned neighbourhoods in 

Detroit are well-known, as are the stories of the city’s bankruptcy and the demise 

of the automobile industry. A shrinking city can take on many guises, however; 

not all shrinking cities are like Detroit. In Europe, for example, different cases of 

urban shrinkage can be found. There are small and medium-sized, not as famous, 

shrinking urban areas such as Heerlen (The Netherlands) or Blaenau Gwent (Wales). 

These and many other, once famous and important industrial areas, are shrinking 

(Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Although up to 40% of the cities in Europe experience 

occasional shrinkage (Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007), the percentage of continually 

shrinking cities remains stable at around 14% (Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Such 

shrinking cities, or more precisely ‘towns’1, are neglected in academic discourse

1 In this thesis I use the terminology of city and town interchangeably. It could be argued that the 
cases in this thesis are better described as towns due to their size (a discussion on the definition of 
medium-size can be found in Section 1.4.3.1 ). However, the term ‘shrinking city’ is a common one 
in urban shrinkage literature and therefore will also be used in this thesis when referring to the 
cases under investigation. 
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 on urban shrinkage, even though they form the majority of shrinking urban areas 

(Leetmaa, Kriszan, Nuga, & Burdack, 2015; Martinez-Fernandez, Audirac, Fol, & 

Cunningham-Sabot, 2012a; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). In addition, these smaller 

cities are fascinating examples of shrinking urban areas from which a lot of lessons 

can be drawn.

 These small and medium-sized industrial towns were once small villages 

which grew rapidly into administrative units as we know them today, due to the 

Industrial Revolution and the presence of natural resources like coal and iron. 

This fast growth implied jobs and therefore immigration. People migrated to these 

towns, resulting in a growth of communities, services, infrastructure, etc. These 

successful towns had it all: jobs, strong communities, health and welfare services, 

as well as luxury shops and state of the art architecture. Mining communities, 

specifically, also gave people a sense of identity and pride. These were important 

places. The South Wales motto, ‘Valleys that built the world’, says enough about  

the perceived importance that these areas had. However, these high days were not 

to last. Urban shrinkage set in, mainly as a result of deindustrialisation. Shutting 

down industries meant fewer jobs, out-migration and socio-economic deprivation. 

Nowadays, these towns have more difficulty adjusting to new, post-industrial 

circumstances (Hermans, 2016; Hospers, 2015a).

 Due to their prevalence and relevance for the liveability of many urban areas, 

shrinking cities are gaining attention from academics and practitioners worldwide. 

Urban shrinkage is regularly explained as population loss, accompanied by economic 

decline (Hoekveld, 2014a), but in reality it is a complex phenomenon which has 

implications for many aspects of an area. For example, it implies liveability problems, 

such as vacancy, shops and schools closing, facilities diminishing, etc. (Hospers & 

Reverda, 2015). Moreover, shrinkage implies ageing, as well as a selective out-migration 

that changes the composition of the population, removing the most prosperous 

community members (Bock, 2016a) and promoting socio-spatial differentiation by 

the accumulation of disadvantaged population groups in certain areas (Cortese, 

Haase, Grossmann, & Ticha, 2014). The Dutch town of Heerlen, for example, today 

presents a picture of low socio-economic status, high unemployment, and population 

decline (Gemeente Heerlen, 2015a, 2017b), etc. The town is definitely struggling, as 

expressed for instance in a low socio-economic index (Marlet & Van Woerkens, 2018). 

Similarly, Blaenau Gwent scores high on the Welsh index of multiple deprivation 

(Welsh Government, 2016a), and is a leader in all the ‘wrong’ statistics: highest 

unemployment in Wales, highest number of benefit receivers (Nomis, 2018), etc. 

From famous industries that were recognised across the country and the world, 

which provided welfare and prosperity, to the lowest places in statistical rankings 

and often positioned peripherally from the centres of power: it is a common trajectory 

of shrinkage experienced by many small and medium-sized European towns.
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The problems described above imply that urban shrinkage is a controversial term 

that is problematic for many actors: public administration at a local level (How to 

preserve quality of life in shrinking conditions?); planners (How to plan in the 

context of shrinkage when (only) growth-based tools are available?); national 

governments (How to deal with the disparity between successful and unsuccessful 

regions and all the financial and sociocultural change this implies?); EU policy 

makers (How to tackle the growing disparities between core and so-called non-core 

regions?), etc. Therefore, urban shrinkage creates political tensions at many levels. 

Moreover, urban shrinkage is not only a challenge for state actors such as planners 

and policy makers. In many areas we can see other actors and practices aimed at 

alleviating the problems related to urban shrinkage (Hospers & Syssner, 2018). 

In this respect, informal adaptation strategies, mostly applied by civil society2, 

the people living and working in an area who hold patterns of beliefs and 

behaviours passed from generation to generation, are seen as valuable assets for 

the preservation of quality of life. Additionally, the increase of shrinking cities 

coincides with a restructuring of the European welfare state and general devolution 

trends. In this situation, civil society is often recognised as a relevant actor that 

could mitigate the effects of urban shrinkage and as such ensure the continuous 

liveability of the area. Likewise, regular initiatives by governments to strengthen 

the community are informed by a desire to boost the self-efficiency of citizens so 

that they need not rely on state support (Blokland, 2017). These are issues of great 

importance and will be further explored in this thesis.

1.2 The urban shrinkage debate: identifying the gaps

This thesis centres on the concepts of urban shrinkage and social capital. These 

concepts are elaborated further in the subsequent chapters. Additionally, in order 

to outline in more detail the conceptual foundations of this thesis I will present 

these concepts in the following sections. In Section 1.2.1 the concept of urban 

shrinkage will be elaborated. I will explain how it originated in the literature, 

shed light on different aspects of the concept, and offer an overview of definitions. 

This will demonstrate how the sociocultural aspects of the phenomenon have 

been neglected so far. In Section 1.2.2 I formulate the new questions I believe need to 

be posed in order to further develop the discussion on urban shrinkage, by shedding 

light on the gaps in the literature.

2 In this study I use the terminology of people, citizens and inhabitants interchangeably to refer to 

the members of civil society as defined here in the text. 
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1.2.1   The debate on urban shrinkage and challenges  
of conceptualisation

Urban shrinkage is an old phenomenon. That is, cities are continually growing 

and shrinking due to various causes such as natural disasters, political shifts, 

wars, demographic trends and so forth. Many striking examples of vanished cities 

are known such as Pompeii, Machu Picchu or Angkor. However, population decline 

in the 21st century is a rather novel phenomenon since it is happening in times of 

peace and prosperity (Oswalt, 2006), and because it is occurring especially in 

affluent countries of the Western world (Feldhoff, 2013). When I started this PhD 

topic of shrinking cities in 2013, it was a growing academic topic open for 

contribution. Currently, urban areas facing population loss are being researched 

and discussed more than ever before, as the relevance of urban shrinkage for cities 

in Europe has been acknowledged by practitioners and academics alike (Bernt, 

2016; Luescher & Shetty, 2013; Martinez-Fernandez, Kubo, Noya, & Weyman, 

2012b; Re-City, 2018; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). This attention is positive as it 

helps to raise awareness and to develop the conceptualisation of urban shrinkage 

(Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Nevertheless, shrinking 

cities remains one of the most under-theorised and neglected urban development 

phenomena and at the same time a challenging planning and policy issue (Audirac, 

2018).

 Urban shrinkage has been studied by researchers from several academic 

disciplines and attention is often drawn to the challenges related to shrinking 

urban areas (Häussermann & Siebel, 1988; Hollander, Pallagst & Schwarz, 2009; 

Holst Laursen, 2008; Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012a; Pallagst, Fleschurz, & Said, 

2017; Rink, Haase & Bernt, 2009; Schilling & Logan, 2008). Most importantly, 

demography has been interested in the striking changes to population structures 

in shrinking urban areas. This attention has triggered the interest of other 

disciplines, for instance and particularly of spatial planning scholars. Their focus 

is on spatial and policy implications of shrinkage and the best ways to deal with 

the changes and challenges posed by shrinkage. The causes and outcomes of 

shrinkage have been examined closely.3 Vacancy, economic decline, infrastructure, 

appropriate policy responses, etc. are just some of the prevalent topics in shrinkage 

research. Consequently, urban shrinkage is a rather ambiguous and contested 

term as different perspectives on this phenomenon often stand in isolation to each 

other, without fostering mutual communication (A. Haase, Rink, Grossmann, 

Bernt, & Mykhnenko, 2014). Similarly, no compromise has been reached on the 

definition of urban shrinkage (Table 1). Definitions vary between heuristic 

3 See for example: Pallagst, Wiechmann, and Martinez-Fernandez (2014); Sousa (2010); Hospers 

(2013); Wolff and Wiechmann (2017).
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descriptions, policy advice or deeper theorising (Bernt, 2016). However, there are 

often two indicators that appear in many of the definitions: the aspect of population 

decline, in combination with economic transformation (e.g. economic downsizing 

and employment decline) (Bernt, 2016; Hoekveld, 2014a).

Table 1  Definitions of urban shrinkage 

Author Definition

Oswalt (2006) …the decline of urban population and economic activity 

in certain cities. (…) behind this term are hidden various 

causes, processes, effects that the words themselves do 

not reveal. (Oswalt, 2006, p.12)

Turok and Mykhnenko (2007) Cities with a rate of population change below the 

national average. (Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007, p. 169)

Schilling and Logan (2008) Special subset of old industrial cities with population 

loss and increasing level of vacant properties.

A special subset of older industrial cities with 

significant and sustained population loss (25% or 

greater over the past 40 years) and increasing levels of 

vacant and abandoned properties, including blighted 

residential, commercial, and industrial buildings. 

(Schilling & Logan, 2008, p. 452)

Rink, Haase, Bernt,  

and Großmann (2010)

…an event resulting from the interplay of different 

macro processes at the local scale (…) Such macro 

processes may be related to economic, demographic, 

or settlement system development, as well as to 

environmental issues or changes in the political or 

administrative system. (Rink, et al., 2010, p. 5)

Shrinking Cities International 

Research Network (SICRN) in 

Hollander and Nemeth (2011)

A shrinking city as a densely populated area with a 

minimum population of 10,000 residents that has faced 

population losses in large parts for more than two years 

and is undergoing economic transformations with some 

symptoms of a structural crisis.

Martinez-Fernandez, Audriac,  

Fol & Cunningham-Sabot (2012a)

An urban area (…) that has experienced population loss, 

economic downturn, employment decline and social 

problems as symptoms of a structural crisis. (Martinez-

Fernandez, et al., 2012a, p. 214)

Pallagst, Martinez-Fernandez  

& Wiechmann (2014) 

Multidimensional phenomenon encompassing urban 

areas that are experiencing a dramatic decline in their 

economic and social bases and are facing population 

losses. (Pallagst, et al., 2014, p. 3)
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Population decline can be observed all over Europe, and is particularly visible in 

‘old industrial areas’; i.e. areas that experienced growth in the industrial heyday 

but shrunk when their dominant manufacturing base (e.g. coal, steel, textiles and 

shipbuilding) eroded. Likewise, cities whose development was based on a single 

industry have been particularly affected by urban shrinkage (Martinez-Fernandez 

et al., 2012a). For these areas, demographic change, globalization, sub-urbaniza-

tion and political changes are further relevant causes of urban shrinkage, besides 

deindustrialization (Oswalt, 2006). The impact of global economic challenges, as 

well as accelerating demographic ageing is recognised at the EU level. The tendency 

towards decline in some urban areas and regions in Europe and the severity of its 

persistence makes clear that shrinkage is a phenomenon that is likely to jeopardize 

the prosperity of European cities and to add to the social and territorial inequality 

of these areas (Bock, 2016a). Therefore, it is widely recognised that shrinkage has 

to be tackled actively through policy-making.

 Due to many challenges, shrinking cities are faced with an additional issue 

that is often investigated under the nomer of sustainability. The questions asked are: 

How sustainable are shrinking cities? and, What is the sustainable future for  

these cities? Therefore, a long-term perspective for these areas is deemed relevant. 

There are many challenges for the sustainability of shrinking cities: a maintenance 

of green space; inadequate income options; underutilized infrastructure; de- 

densification; pollution legacies; social fragmentation; built legacy; abandonment 

(Herrmann et al., 2016). Much of the scholarly attention for shrinking cities has 

focused on environmental sustainability (Deng & Ma, 2015; Frazier & Bagchi-Sen, 

2015; Gross, 2008; Mulligan, 2014; Schetke & D. Haase, 2008). In this respect authors 

have written about, for example, the maintenance of brownfields, pollution, and 

the safe maintenance of infrastructure. Additionally, some attention has been 

given to the environmental opportunities created by shrinkage. After all, less 

people can also imply less pollution, vacant housing can be transformed into green 

Table 1  Continued 

Author Definition

A. Haase, Bernt, Groβmann, 
Mykhnenko  & Rink (2016)

Phenomenon resulting from the interplay of changing 
drivers of shrinkage (for example economic decline, 
demographic change and settlement system changes) 
that produces a decline in a population on a local scale. 
(A. Haase, et al., 2016, p. 89)

RE- CITY (2018) A shrinking city is an urban area with a minimum of 
5,000 residents that has faced a significant population 
loss over a period of at least five years and shows 
symptoms of a structural crisis (based on EU COST 
Action Cities Re-growing Smaller (CIRES)).
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areas which can then contribute to greening the city (Mulligan, 2014; Schilling & 

Logan, 2008). Besides environmental sustainability, economic sustainability has 

also received a lot of attention (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015; Hoekveld, 2014a; Leetmaa 

et al., 2015; Wiechmann, 2008). That is, shrinking cities tend to face financial 

difficulties due to decreasing municipal revenues (Mäding, 2004). At the same 

time, the cost of maintaining infrastructure is the same if not higher. It is 

indisputable, therefore, that shrinking cities struggle with many environmental 

and economic sustainability issues. Another aspect of sustainability that is often 

overlooked, however, is social sustainability. Social sustainability refers to the 

ongoing viability of urban society as formed in an historical-geographical context 

(Musterd & Nijman, 2016). It implies a resilient outcome of the interaction of 

stakeholders in society enabling quality of life in an area and, as such, is linked to 

democratic urban policy and the social structure of an area. Some studies have 

examined the social structure of urban shrinkage (Cortese et al., 2014; Hannemann, 

2006). These studies identify both some typical shrinkage problems (e.g. ageing, 

brain drain and socio-spatial differentiation) and opportunities for civil society 

(e.g. chances for civic action and social capital). However, the social aspects of 

sustainability of shrinking cities have been least studied. This thesis will therefore 

focus specifically on these issues in Chapter 3.

1.2.2 Discovering new questions for the shrinking cities debate
It is clear that shrinking cities are going through a transformation. The initial 

exploration above shows that the literature on urban shrinkage has paid 

substantial attention to the demographic, spatial and economic changes occurring 

in these cities. It can however be argued that the debate on urban shrinkage fails 

to achieve a holistic representation of the phenomenon. After all, shrinking cities 

are not merely geographical locations, going through a demographic, spatial and 

economic transition, but are the outcome of practices, social relations and 

interactions (Massey, 2004, 2005). Accordingly, it could be hypothesised that, along 

with demographic, economic and spatial changes, shrinking cities are experiencing 

a sociocultural transformation. However, the sociocultural dimension has 

remained mostly invisible to scholars interested in urban shrinkage, due in large 

part to a disciplinary division of topics that understand shrinking cities from a 

field-specific point of view. This thesis argues that the sociocultural analysis of 

shrinking cities is necessary to stimulate the further development of theories and 

concepts related to urban shrinkage, but also to encourage new approaches to the 

governance of shrinkage and planning practice.

 This thesis understands social change as a part of cultural change, as they are 

inextricably linked. This is in line with Dawson and Getty (1948) who claim that 

cultural change is social change, because culture is social in its source, meaning 
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and usage. Social changes are variations on accepted ways of life due to, among 

other things, changes in the composition of the population and accepted modes of 

life. It includes alterations in the ways people make a living, rear a family, educate 

their children and govern themselves. Cultural change includes changes in 

ideology and administrative systems. Culture is produced, reproduced, challenged 

and changed (Blokland, 2017), and as such tends to give direction and momentum 

to social change (Dawson & Getty, 1948). This thesis uses the term ‘sociocultural’ 

in the broad sense of embodying the roles of social interaction and cultural 

context. I am interested in how urban shrinkage is experienced by the society 

itself, but narrow it down to informal actors of the society: civil society. These 

experiences can then shed light on sociocultural aspects of the area.

 As outlined above, urban shrinkage is a complex phenomenon with relevance 

for many disciplines and many stakeholders. State actors, represented in public 

authorities, regional policymakers and local government officials, have been over-

represented in the discussion on urban shrinkage. This thesis is primarily 

interested in informal actors, represented in the actors of civil society, who have 

received less attention in the discussion on urban shrinkage. My premise is that 

the study of urban shrinkage must include the sociocultural context of the city, as 

shrinking cities are relationally constituted, polyvalent processes embedded in a 

broader set of social relations (Bernt, 2016). Brown and Duguid (2001) have similarly 

argued that useful knowledge is often best developed not by a ‘specialist’ who is 

detached from a problem, but by those ‘who directly benefit from a solution’. 

Accordingly, ‘common sense knowledge’ constitutes the reality of everyday life for 

the ordinary members of society (P. Berger & Luckmann, 1991). Hence, everyday 

practices of civil society constitute a valuable source of knowledge which should 

have a more significant place in the debate on urban shrinkage and the formation 

of future scenarios for these cities. Focusing on civil society is therefore a relevant 

and necessary addition to the shrinking cities debate.

Against this background, it can be argued that there are at least two fundamental 

gaps in our understanding of the phenomenon. The first gap relates to under -

standing how people in these areas experience urban shrinkage. Shrinking cities 

are more than abstract spaces. That is, a city environment is not only an image in 

our head but is something that we feel, smell, listen and see (Ernste, 2015). Hence, 

truth and meaning do not exist in some external world but are created by the 

subject’s interactions with the world. Subjects construct their own meaning in 

different ways, even in relation to the same phenomenon. Therefore, multiple 

valid accounts of the world can exist (Gray, 2018), as meanings are not pre-given 

but are constructed relationally (Blokland, 2017). To arrive at a more complete 

picture of urban shrinkage, this thesis argues that it is essential to understand the 
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perspective of civil society on shrinkage. Accordingly, questions such as: How do 

the people in the area experience shrinkage? are relevant. This knowledge is 

necessary, for instance for appropriate governance arrangements to be made and 

to ensure that the planning efforts proceed in the right direction. Moreover, as 

discussed above, civil society is a crucial actor in the sociocultural analysis. The 

beliefs and modes of action of civil society are what determine the sociocultural 

setting of an area. Undeniably, state actors are also relevant for the sociocultural 

analysis and will be addressed as part of the research, but this thesis chooses to 

concentrate on civil society due to the lack of literature on this particular topic.

A second and even more fundamental gap concerns social capital in a shrinking 

area. After all, sociocultural aspects form a general concept that can be analysed 

by exploring the experiences of people in the area and by means of an analysis 

based on the concept of social capital. Specifically, social capital indicators (as 

explored in Section 1.3.3) can provide insight into the sociocultural status quo of 

the area. Besides paying attention to social capital as a source of insight regarding 

sociocultural change, there is another reason for this focus and for the relevance 

of exploring these issues. Namely, the fact that European countries are increasingly 

restructuring welfare states and demanding that citizens take more responsibility 

for their own well-being (Clayton & Pontusson, 2011; Divjak & Forbici, 2017; 

Pavolini & Ranci, 2008). Accordingly, the division of roles and responsibilities 

between different actors is shifting from the state towards civil society actors. At 

the same time, in shrinking areas there are increasing calls by citizens to take 

problems into their own hands (Hospers, 2014). Many actors call for civic action 

(also operationalised as social capital) in order to preserve or improve quality of 

life in the area. As such, social capital can be seen as a non-material resource that 

can improve quality of life in these areas (Cortese et al., 2013; Hospers & Reverda, 

2012; Ročak, 2013). As an example, many cities are experimenting with forms of 

self-organisation in response to a trend of reducing state provisions (Van der 

Krabben & Van Melik, 2015). Moreover, there is an assumption that people will 

become active in shrinking areas if the services they deem essential come under 

threat. But there is scarce evidence for what actually happens in such cases. A few 

studies have called for the use of social capital as a resource in the context of 

shrinkage (Cortese et al., 2013; Feldhoff, 2013). Some scholars point to examples of 

successful citizens’ initiatives as a way forward to keep the shrinking areas liveable 

(A. Haase, Hospers, Pekelsma, & Rink, 2012). It is proposed that, because of a 

urgency linked to the deprivation of the area, citizens come in action to maintain 

the services they consider relevant. Such a sequence of events has been assumed, 

in particular by policy makers, but empirical evidence underpinning such 

scenarios, especially in an urban context, is scarce.
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The emergence of civic action in the context of the urban shrinkage discourse is 

one of the drivers behind this thesis. Although there are expectations of and 

assumptions about citizens in the context of urban shrinkage, there is insufficient 

examination of the gaps indicated above. I address these in this thesis with the 

help of the notion of social capital in shrinking cities in two cases in Heerlen, 

Netherlands and Blaenau Gwent, Wales. In this thesis I explore the ideas about 

civil society, transformation of society and the division of roles and responsibili-

ties between different actors. Therefore, this thesis will contribute to the 

questioning of traditional paradigms of urban development in view of the 

demographic and economic challenges of European cities, and provide alternative 

explanations based on a sociocultural analysis of these areas.

1.3 Understanding Social Capital in this thesis

The sections below offer an orientation on the conceptual premises of this thesis. 

Above, a short overview of the literature was provided to exemplify the occurrence 

and development of urban shrinkage. Gaps in urban shrinkage literature relate to 

the sociocultural aspects, further operationalised as civil society and social 

capital. It is necessary to elaborate on the main concepts in order to understand 

and assess how this thesis approaches these theoretical premises. Therefore, this 

Section is devoted to exploring the concept of social capital. I do not aim to give a 

comprehensive review of the vast body of literature on these concepts, but an 

overview that is relevant for this thesis and the position taken here. That is, the point is 

to set the scene for studying shrinking cities in this thesis. First, I start by elaborating 

on the social facets of urban transformation (1.3.1). Then, I move on to the exploration 

of the concept of social capital in general (1.3.2). Following this, key aspects of how 

this thesis approaches social capital will be explored in Section 1.3.3.

1.3.1 Social facets of urban transformation
Urban areas have always been drivers of social development. Consequently, many 

social scientists have been interested in urban areas and how these impact social 

life. They also find cities perfect units of analysis to examine general transforma-

tions of society. Cities have thus been approached as the experimental areas where 

societies develop. Traditionally, the growth of cities was followed by scientific 

attention. However, in the situation where urban shrinkage is becoming more 

prominent for European societies, it is interesting to explore sociocultural change 

in an urban shrinking area.

 To begin with, it is relevant to understand the meaning of urban, for which 

many definitions abound. For example, city geographers use economic, physical 
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and social criteria to define the city. However, a city is more than city rights or 

various statistics (for example indicating the number of inhabitants) (Hospers, 

2015b). As an example, in his famous essay Urbanism as a way of life, Wirth (1938) 

understands the city as a social entity from which the economy and built 

environment are derived. He sees the essence of urbanism in a social dynamic 

based on a population concentration of a minimum size, density and heterogeneity. 

The combination of density and heterogeneity is the most important condition for 

dynamism and social renewal. It also lies at the root of the resilience of an urban 

society (Musterd & Nijman, 2016). Similarly, Jacobs (1961) argues that variety in 

function and construction plays a part in the maintenance of social cohesion. 

Sufficient interaction occurring on the street gives people the feeling they belong 

to the community. Moreover, a diversity of people, knowledge and functions 

increases the chance that new combinations will come into existence and thus 

lead to economic development (Jacobs, 1961).

 Urban areas are subject to constant transformation processes. Novel practices 

and technologies that emerge in a society have important consequences for the 

relationships between people (Hubbard, 2015). Most notably, industrialization in 

the 19th century resulted in population growth and in modernization processes 

in society. Modernization refers to the rationalization of social reality in which 

planning acquired an important role. In particular, concerns about communities 

emerged as urban areas expanded (Blokland, 2017). Many authors have analysed 

these transitions. For example, Tönnies (1887/1991) provided the well-known 

analysis of traditional and modern societies in which he understands the city as 

the antithesis of traditional rurality. He asserted that the transition from 

agricultural to industrial societies was accompanied by a transition in the 

structure of society. He distinguished between Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft. In a 

Gemeinschaft, traditional action follows from tradition. Group cohesion and 

tradition are the cement of the society. By contrast, individual values are central 

in Gesellschaft. Accordingly, relationships are formed as long as they serve a 

purpose. This transition from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft are carried out by 

civil society. For many societies, industrialisation and urbanisation created 

momentum for sociocultural change and for the transition from Gemeinschaft to 

Gesellschaft.

 More widely, relationships between people in the city have been a topic of 

interest for many scholars. Cities represent collective interests, share certain 

norms and values and form a collective identity (Zijderveld, 1998). Living in a city 

means, in general, living among strangers where relationships between people are 

more functional (Berger & Berger, 1972). Hence, cities offer possibilities for the 

creation and use of informal ad hoc networks. It can be argued that these rational 

networks based on common interest are more important and functional today 
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than traditional networks (Zijderveld, 1998). Additionally, an analysis of strong 

and weak ties (Castells, 1996, 2002) is relevant for the discussion on the social 

facets of urban transformations. In this respect, the transition from hard 

institutions to networks is widely explored. Castells (1996) asserts that we should 

expect the emergence of new forms of social interaction, social control and social 

change due to technological developments. That is, we can now speak of informational 

society the same way sociologists have been referring to industrial society. One of 

the key features of the informational society is the networking logic of its basic 

structure. Accordingly, places might be disconnected from the network, resulting 

in an instant decline, and thus in economic, social and physical deterioration.

 Continuous transformation is a reality for cities. As industrialisation triggered 

a profound transformation of society, it might be argued that urban shrinkage, 

triggered by deindustrialisation, achieves the same. This thesis focuses on 

shrinking urban4 areas, due to the fact that urban areas have explicit characteris-

tics and processes that result in different reactions to urban shrinkage and social 

capital dynamics. In this respect urban is understood as overall concept which 

includes cities and towns. Shrinking cities might be seen as laboratories in which 

development characteristics of our societies in general can be studied under 

extreme conditions (Bernt, 2016). The case studies of this thesis developed rapidly 

from agrarian to industrial societies. This was followed by deindustrialisation, yet 

without any prospect of becoming a post-industrial knowledge society (Bell, 1974). 

Shrinkage is, therefore, seen as a changing point for the area, raising questions 

such as: How does urban shrinkage impact the society? And what implications 

does this have for civil society? In this thesis I use the concept of social capital to 

develop an understanding of the continuous transition processes that society is 

subject to, in this case as a consequence of urban shrinkage.

1.3.2 Social capital: conceptual origins, dimensions and criticism
Many authors have discussed the importance of sociocultural aspects for regional 

development (Hassink, 2005; Hoekveld, 2014a; Hudson, 2005; Martin & Sunley, 

2006). Numerous concepts have been developed in order to understand this, one of 

which being social capital. Social capital has the attention of many and diverse 

parties, including scholars, politicians and professionals. It plays an increasingly 

significant role in academic and policy debates, and is a commonplace concept in 

sociology (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1993), political science (Hall, 1999; Tarrow, 

1996) and urban studies (Forrest & Kearns, 2001; Temkin & Rohe, 1998). The interest 

4 In the discussion on shrinkage, two phenomena are often distinguished: urban and rural shrinkage. 

Although these two phenomena share some similar aspects they are very much different in their 

nature. In this thesis I focus on urban shrinkage and deliberately choose not to include discussion 

on rural shrinkage. 
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in social capital has spiralled in recent years, with thousands of academic papers 

on the subject published yearly.

 Even though the concept of social capital is not new to social sciences (Portes, 

1998), it was popularized by Putnam’s (1993) study Making democracy work, paving 

the way for the broad use of the term social capital (Poder, 2011). Putnam (1993) 

asserted that social capital contributes to the economic and political performance 

of an area, and he examined how some institutional settings can provide fertile 

Table 2  Social capital definitions

Author Definition

Hanifan (1916) Social capital is good will, fellowship, mutual sympathy, and 
social intercourse among a group of individuals and families 
who make up a social unit. (Hanifan, 1916, p. 130)

Bourdieu (1985) The aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are 
linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 
institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance or 
recognition.
(Bourdieu, 1985, p. 248)

Coleman (1990) A variety of entities with two elements in common: they all 
consist of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate 
certain actions of actors,  whether persons or corporate actors, 
within the structure. 
(Coleman, 1990, p. 302)

Putnam
(1993)

Features of social organization such as networks, norms, and 
social trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for 
mutual benefit.
(Putnam, 1995, p. 664–5)

Portes (1998) The ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership 
in social networks or other social structures. (Portes, 1998, p. 6).

Fukuyama (2001) An instantiated informal norm that promotes cooperation 
between two or more individuals. (Fukuyama, 2001, p. 16)

Adler and Kwon (2002) Social capital is the goodwill available to individuals or groups. 
Its source lies in the structure and content of the actor’s social 
relations. Its effects flow from the information, influence, and 
solidarity it makes available to the actor. (Adler & Kwon, 2002, 
p. 23)

Field (2003)  [Social capital] is a complex account of people’s relationships 
and their value [focusing on] the ways in which social ties can 
be activated to produce particular types of benefit…[or] negative 
outcomes. (Field, 2003, p. 136)

Jacobs (2004) ‘… consists of knowledge, skills and social and legal working 
assumptions- all of which are culturally transmitted by a 
population’ (Jacobs, 2004, p. 138)

World Bank (2012) The norms and social relations embedded in the social 
structures of societies that enable people to coordinate action to 
achieve desired goals. (World Bank, 2012)
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ground for social capital (Putnam, 1993). Inspired by Putnam’s work, social capital 

has grown in prominence in economic geography and regional studies (Amin, 

1999; Cohen & Fields, 1999; Cooke, 2007; Grootaert, 1998; Mohan & Mohan, 2002). 

That is, if social capital is shaped by interactions of individuals it depends on the 

context in which they live (Mohan & Mohan, 2002).

 Despite its popularity, there is no definitive definition of social capital, and its 

meaning remains far from clear. The conceptualisation of social capital is very 

broad: it refers to norms, values, networks and trust which lead to positive 

outcomes for the members of the community (Huber, 2009). In order to illustrate 

the richness in definitions of social capital, Table 2 presents some of the most 

common definitions.

 Alongside these different definitions, different types and dimensions of,  

views on and approaches to social capital can also be distinguished. These divisions 

are ideal typical, as these categorizations overlap in real life. A common critique  

of social capital is that it lacks specificity and as such can cover any social 

phenomenon. That is, given different strands of literature it is difficult to arrive  

at a unifying conceptualisation. However, the idea that actors can access and  

use resources through network relations remains fruitful and offers promising 

perspectives (Huber, 2009) as social capital represents a concept of real assets 

indispensable for wealth creation and well-being in modern societies (Jacobs, 

2004). It presents bonds between people in the production of non-material goods 

and the achievement of non-material goals. Likewise, some common elements can 

be valuable starting points for the analysis of social capital.

1.3.3   Key aspects of analysing social capital in the context  
of urban shrinkage

The Section above presented multiple interpretations of the concept of social 

capital. This thesis seeks to overcome the weaknesses in literature on urban 

shrinkage by expanding the conceptualisation through adding the analysis of the 

concept of social capital. This Section outlines the initial understanding of social 

capital as used in this thesis. It presents a convincing argument for the usefulness  

of the umbrella concept of social capital, not as a single demarcated phenomenon 

but as a comprehensive concept to highlight different aspects of sociocultural 

functioning in shrinking cities. I further argue that a broad conceptualisation of 

social capital is needed in order to grasp its complexity in the specific context of 

urban shrinkage. Additionally, due to the exploratory nature of this thesis, a broad 

conceptualisation of social capital is identified as suitable. Some starting points of 

conceptualisation are briefly explored below. These are communal and geographical 

perspectives in which specific indicators, resources, empowerment and participation 

are embedded.
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Overall, to answer the question where or at what level of society social capital 

exists, two main perspectives can be distinguished: individual and communal. 

Both perspectives have provided valuable insights but have also received criticism. 

The individual perspective on social capital originates in work by Coleman (1988). 

It sees social capital as the collection of a person’s social contacts that affects their 

economic, physical and emotional well-being. The communal perspective, rooted 

in research by Putnam (Putnam, 1993; Putnam, 2000) perceives social capital as a 

collective effort to produce benefits that exceed the abilities of an individual. 

Putnam (1993, p. 35) defines social capital as: ‘features of social organization such 

as networks, norms and trust that facilitate coordination and co-operation for 

mutual benefit’. This thesis concentrates on the communal perspective on social 

capital. This is in line with Putnam’s (1993) work, which argues that networks of 

civic engagement foster generalised reciprocity, coordination and communication. 

These are the assets desired from society in the context of urban shrinkage  

(A. Haase et al., 2012; Hospers, 2014). This thesis focuses on individual actors’ 

perspectives on social capital indicators and cautiously seeks to make conclusions 

about collective properties of social capital. This focus is in line with discussions 

on social capital in publications on urban shrinkage which focus in particular on 

cooperation and collective action for mutual benefit (A. Haase, et al., 2012).

 The geographical dimension of social capital is also a frequent topic of 

discussion. Although social distance is not per se related to geographical distance 

(Blokland, 2017), several scholars have emphasised that the geographical dimension 

is vital to understanding social capital (Huber, 2009; Iyer, Kitson, & Toh, 2005). In 

this thesis I consider the geographical dimension in the analysis of social capital, 

i.e. the physical area of the town. A town is perceived as a suitable choice for unit 

of analysis as it is small scale and as such is close to people (Jacobs, 1961). Moreover, 

an examination of local context is crucial to understanding the socio-economic 

development of old industrial areas (Greco & Di Fabbio, 2014; Liebmann & Kuder, 

2012). Local context here refers to more than physical space: it encompasses 

history, national context, local policies, and regeneration strategies. Similarly, 

urban shrinkage is rooted in the local context and can only be grasped with 

reference to the local context (Bontje & Musterd, 2012; D. Haase, Haase, & Rink, 

2014; Prada-Trigo, 2014; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Due to the highly context- 

specific nature of social capital, for this thesis I therefore chose to apply my analysis 

to specific geographical areas, which will be explored further in Section 1.4.3.1.

1.3.3.1 Social capital and urban shrinkage: towards a framework
Observations regarding social capital in this thesis were guided by initial frames 

of reference. The literature review yielded ideas and helped create an initial 

theoretical framework that should be regarded as a ‘sensitizing device’ (Klein & 
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Myers, 1999, p. 75). Social capital in this thesis was developed to create manageable 

less abstract elements. Indicators5 in the context of urban shrinkage were 

formulated to guide the initial themes in the interviews. Social capital, therefore, 

are networks of people where resources, empowerment and participation are 

dimensions along which associations occur. Various aspects of this understanding 

are developed further below (Figure 1).

 In urban shrinkage literature, social capital is commonly referred to as civic 

action, or the need for people to perform various activities which were traditionally 

organised by governments. As such, social capital is treated as a panacea for 

shrinking cities. However, it is not known whether and how people are participating 

in activities to mitigate consequences of urban shrinkage, and do they experience 

empowerment to do so? Moreover, early publications on participation in shrinking 

cities also address the issue of governance. Accordingly, the capacity of civil society 

to take on some traditional government tasks to maintain quality of life is questioned. 

This understandings lead to the formulation of the indicators of participation and 

empowerment as relevant for exploring social capital in shrinking cities. Literature 

on shrinking cities furthermore focuses on the (lack of) material resources in 

shrinking urban areas. Economic decline causes various negative effects of urban 

shrinkage (Hoekveld, 2014b). However, non-material resources in shrinking urban 

areas have not received significant attention. What are the ‘additional’ resources 

that exist in an area? Therefore, I formulated resources as an indicator and 

explored what the social capital resources in shrinking cities could be. To further 

understand social capital resources, trust and place attachment were considered, 

as trust can be said to play a vital role as a mechanism of social capital (Andrews, 

2009). As such, trust can be seen as a resource that either is or is not available in an 

area. Further, several authors have focused on the unfavourable image of shrinking 

cities (Hoekveld, 2014a; Hospers, 2010). That is, shrinking cities are seen as unattractive 

places. This, together with the literature on the relevance of place attachment for 

becoming engaged in participation (Woolever, 1992), leads to the formulation of 

place attachment as another relevant aspect of social capital resources.

This thesis highlights the importance of exploring a community’s resources in the 

context of urban shrinkage, and focuses specifically on non-material resources. 

The latter are primarily found in trust and place attachment. It is vital to 

adequately understand trust for a given social context. That is, the extent to which 

social capital can be mobilized depends on the level of trust in a society (Macnaghten 

& Jacobs, 1997). Trust refers to the extent to which people feel they can depend on 

5  In this thesis I refer to indicators of social capital. These are in fact starting points for exploring 

the concept of social capital. As such these are not understood or measured in quantitative terms 

but primarily understood as dimensions, aspects or features, of social capital. 
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other people, ranging from family to strangers. In other words, people can trust 

their co-residents and local organisations responsible for governing their area. 

Trust is closely linked to place attachment: it implies experiencing the social 

setting as familiar (Blokland, 2017, p. 104). In settings where there is trust, we are 

more likely to represent ourselves as a part of a community. Place attachment 

refers to the bonding that exists among individuals and their environment 

(Scannell & Gifford, 2010). It can be further understood as: people feeling connected 

to their co-residents, their home area, and having a sense of belonging to the place 

and its people.

 A situation of shrinkage demands a lot from citizens. At the same time, 

as Hospers (2014) argues, shrinkage offers opportunities for citizens’ empowerment. 

This is not only desirable (for example: citizens taking over services to maintain 

quality of life, involvement as a keep factor and creating acceptance of unpopular 

decisions) but also necessary (citizens have the knowledge necessary to make these 

decisions). Additionally, many authors have found an adaptation of governance 

arrangements necessary in shrinking cities (Hospers, 2013, 2014; Rink et al., 2009; 

Yahagi, 2014). Accordingly, empowerment is crucial for the changes needed in 

governance arrangements in the context of urban shrinkage. Empowered 

individuals are enabled to the degree that they have control over the institutions 

and processes that affect their well-being (World Bank, 2012). The social capital 

indicator of empowerment thus investigates sense of satisfaction, personal efficacy 

Figure 1  The framework for social capital analysis in this thesis

Context of Urban Shrinkage

Resources Empowerment Participation

• Trust: People feel they 
can trust their 
co-residents and local 
organisations responsible 
for governing their area.

• Place attachment: 
people feel connected 
to their co-residents, 
their home area, have a 
sense of belonging to 
the place and its people.  

• People feel they have a 
voice which is listened to. 

• People are involved in 
the processes that affect 
them.

• People can themselves 
take action to initiate 
changes. 

• People take part in social 
and community activities. 

• People cooperate with 
each other through 
formal and informal 
groups to further their 
interests. 

• Interaction with family 
and friends and other 
residents or social 
networks. Support given 
and received when needed. 

Social Capital
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and the capacity of networks and groups to influence political outcomes (Dudwick, 

Kuehnast, Nyhan Jones, & Woolock, 2006). In this thesis empowerment refers to: 

people feeling they have a voice which is listened to, people are involved in the 

processes that affect them and people can themselves take action to initiate changes.

Finally, it is hypothesized that active citizens can mitigate the negative effects of 

shrinkage (A. Haase et al., 2012; Hospers, 2014; Hospers, 2013; Yahagi, 2014). 

Therefore, it could be asserted that participation is crucial for the maintenance of 

the quality of life in an area. Additionally, participation is one of the central 

concepts of the social capital theory (Putnam, 2000). In this thesis participation 

refers to the involvement of people in formal and informal networks and thus 

implies the existence of these networks. In other words, participation means 

people are organized in networks, take part in social and community activities, 

that local events are organised and well attended and that people cooperate with 

each other through formal and informal groups to further their interests. It also 

means that individuals and organisations cooperate to support each other for mutual 

or individual gain. Informal participation refers to unregulated interactions among 

people, thus social participation without ‘written contract’. Formal networks 

generally means belonging to an organisation with clearly defined structures.

 The conceptualisation offered in this thesis, including indicators of resources, 

empowerment and participation embedded in specific geographical contexts, 

enables an alternative understanding of social capital in the context of urban 

shrinkage. These indicators are guiding for the exploration of social capital in the 

context of urban shrinkage and should be understood on a continuum rather than 

as fixed categories. The exploration of social capital presented above is thus not an 

all-encompassing interpretation but one that enables an understanding of how 

social capital functions in shrinking urban areas.

1.4  Research design

The approach outlined above provides the framework for a qualitative study of 

social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. The following Section presents 

the research design of this thesis. First, in Section 1.4.1 I will present the questions 

and aims tackled in this thesis, followed by a clarification of the research approach. 

Second, I will discuss the choice for a comparative case study approach and 

interviews (1.4.2). Section 1.4.3 briefly introduces the cases. Finally, the research 

framework is introduced in Section 1.4.4. A comprehensive description of the 

particular research approach in each case is provided in the chapters based on 

empirical studies (Chapters 3, 4 and 5).
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1.4.1 Questions and aims
As urban shrinkage is a relevant phenomenon for many urban areas and the 

subject of much discussion, it is necessary to address the gaps in our understanding 

of urban shrinkage. Insights into how people in the area experience shrinkage and 

into the dynamics of social capital in this context are lacking. This yields the two 

questions that this research aims to answer. The first question elaborates on the 

experience of citizens. It further elucidates the concept of urban shrinkage from 

the perspective of inhabitants of shrinking cities. The second question relates to 

social capital, operationalised as resources, empowerment and participation. It 

aims to contribute to a better understanding of social capital dynamics in the 

context of urban shrinkage. Both questions are explored in the context of two 

medium-sized shrinking cities in Northwest Europe: Heerlen in the Netherlands 

and Blaenau Gwent in Wales.

More explicitly, the questions of this thesis are as follows:

1. How does civil society experience and react to urban shrinkage in 

medium-sized cities? 

How do people in medium-sized shrinking cities perceive their environment?  

How do people in medium-sized shrinking cities experience (consequences of) 

shrinkage? How does civil society react to shrinkage in urban areas?

2. What are the dynamics of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage?

How can we describe social capital in shrinking cities? How does urban shrinkage 

impact social capital?

Three aims motivate this thesis:

1. To contribute to the conceptualization and development of the concept of urban 

shrinkage;

2. To explore the experience of shrinkage by people in the area and the dynamics 

of social capital in the context of shrinking medium sized urban areas and

3. To gain insight into how urban shrinkage impacts sociocultural aspects of 

society.

To pursue these research questions, the methodology presented below was applied.

1.4.2 Starting points of the research approach
The aim of this thesis is to broaden the perspectives on shrinking cities and help 

establish alternative conceptualizations. After all, many authors have called for 

the further development of the conceptualisation of shrinkage (A. Haase, Bernt, 
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Großmann, Mykhnenko, & Rink, 2016a) so that it encompasses more than just a 

collection of symptoms (Rink & Kabisch, 2009). Similarly, in this thesis I call for a 

broader view on urban shrinkage including a sociocultural analysis in order to 

understand more comprehensively the contemporary challenges for the development 

of these areas.

 The ontological starting point of this thesis is that social reality is locally and 

specifically constructed (Guba & Lincoln, 1994) ‘by humans through their action 

and interaction’ (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991, p. 14). That is, the phenomena explored 

in this thesis are bounded by a particular time and specific context, and as such 

we cannot speak of one objective reality. This is in line with Crotty’s (1998, p. 42) 

view, ‘that all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent 

upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human 

beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially 

social context’. Accordingly, in this thesis I choose to apply a social- constructivist 

epistemological stance (P. Berger & Luckmann, 1991).

 Accordingly, a purely quantitative interpretation of the viability of an area 

based on demographic development, economic performance and migration provides 

valuable insights but cannot fully grasp endogenous potentials and local realities 

(Matuschewski, Leick, & Demuth, 2017). As such, this interpretation seems to be 

insufficient to provide a comprehensive analysis of a multifaceted concept of 

urban shrinkage. For this reason, in this thesis an alternative, qualitative approach 

is deemed fruitful because it explicitly assumes that social factors and urban 

shrinkage are mutually inter-related. This inter-relationship cannot be captured 

as purely quantitative statistical indicators, for example by GDP growth and 

employment rates or convergence efforts over time (Capello & Nijkamp, 2009).  

To understand social capital requires methods that enable an exploration of 

symbols and their meanings. A qualitative method is considered appropriate for 

this purpose (Blokland, 2017). Qualitative research, broadly defined, is: ‘Any kind 

of research that produces findings not arrived at by means of statistical procedures 

or other means of quantification’ (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 17). As such it aims at 

‘generating understanding’ (Stenbacka, 2001, p. 551). In this thesis, qualitative 

research refers to a process that explores social capital in the context of urban 

shrinkage, where complex representations are built through rich description and 

explanation in addition to a careful examination of informants’ words and views 

(Creswell, 1998; Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014; Morgan & Smircich, 1980). 

Therefore, I confront the prevailing understanding of urban shrinkage phenomena 

and revisit the immediate experience of urban shrinkage by inhabitants so that 

new meanings may emerge. Hence, I explore prevailing cultural understandings 

of shrinkage and ‘the complex world of lived experience from the point of view of 

those who live it’ (Schwandt, 1994, p. 118).
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The innovative aspect of this thesis lies in the conceptual and methodological 

choices. Conceptually, I introduce the concept of social capital which is rather new 

to the debate on shrinking cities. Moreover, methodologically an interpretivist 

perspective is applied, which is not common in the shrinking cities debate. I follow 

the interpretivist approach which looks for culturally derived and historically 

situated interpretations of the social life-world (Crotty, 1998). In this regard it can 

be argued that social reality deserves a different method (as opposed to natural 

reality), since any attempt to understand social reality has to be grounded in 

people’s experiences of that social reality. That is, ‘social reality is based on people’s 

definition of it’ (Neuman, 1997, p. 69). The focus is on understanding how people 

make sense of their world and how they order their world in a situation of urban 

shrinkage (Yanow, 2000).

 The first stage of this research was to review the literature. This way, sets of 

concepts and ideas were discovered which were then tested through empirical 

observation. Underlying concepts were developed as a set of indicators that initially 

enabled a deductive approach. These social capital indicators were, in a way, a 

strategy for the data collection process. This initial stage was then complemented 

with an inductive methodology. This initial operationalisation consequently 

served as a framework for a generally inductive process. That is, in this thesis 

inductive and deductive processes are not seen as mutually exclusive.

 The interpretative research approach employed in this thesis followed an 

iterative research course (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012). The iterative research 

course enabled the further development of the chapters in this thesis. This 

reflexive process enabled insight and the further development of the conceptualis-

ation of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. The epistemological 

assumption is therefore that ‘findings are literally created as the investigation 

proceeds’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 111). My search for social capital in shrinking 

cities brought me to deeper understanding of shrinkage: one based on discovering 

how people experience this phenomenon and what these social capital indicators 

tell us about social sustainability (Chapter 3); about the relationship between state 

and informal actors (Chapter 4); about the governance (Chapter 5); and about the 

overall impact of urban shrinkage on meanings of shrinkage, social capital and 

structure and the organization of society (Chapter 6).

 I start with the literature review, which is partly presented in Sections 1.2 and 

1.3 of this chapter and in subsequent chapters. The initial aim (Chapter 2) was to 

explore alternative perspectives on urban shrinkage and to expand the focus  

from hardware (physical infrastructure) to software (social infrastructure). Hence, 

I was examining the writings on civic action in the context of urban shrinkage.  

I discovered that social capital is not a panacea which can save shrinking cities 

from decay. Expanding the discussion to encompass the concept of social 
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sustainability as well as old industrial areas and path dependency enabled the 

further exploration of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. In Chapter 

3 I looked into what the experience of urban shrinkage and indicators of social 

capital tell us with regard to social sustainability. Subsequently, the relevance and 

roles of state and informal actors in the context of urban shrinkage are explored 

(Chapter 4). Comparative analyses (Chapter 5) shed more light on the governance 

of urban shrinkage and indicate the relevance of welfare state arrangements. 

Finally, the generated explanations became more complete and have led to robust 

findings. More specifically, overarching conclusions emerged regarding how 

meanings of urban shrinkage are constructed and how urban shrinkage impacts 

social capital and the structure and organization of a shrinking society (Chapter 6).

1.4.3 Comparative case study and interviews
Given the exploratory nature of this research, a comparative case study approach 

was deemed appropriate as this method facilitates an in-depth analysis of this 

complex, multidimensional phenomenon (Yin, 2017). The method enabled a 

qualitative approach with interviews as the main data collection method, which 

seemed a suitable way to accomplish the goals of this exploratory study. That is, 

particular cases with their local characteristics are used as a magnifying glass to 

examine the complex problems faced by many areas (Leick & Lang, 2018). To move 

beyond a simple analysis of this phenomenon towards more complex explanations, 

contextual factors (such as: history, geographical characteristics, national context, 

local policies and regeneration strategies) were explored (Großmann, Bontje, 

Haase, & Mykhnenko, 2013; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017) in subsequent chapters to 

assess how they impact the experience of shrinkage and the development of social 

capital.

Further, the comparative multiple-case study design contributed to a deeper 

understanding of the phenomena under investigation. By employing this approach, 

this study responds to the call of the scientific community for more comparative 

cross-national studies on the topic of urban shrinkage (Bernt & Kabisch, 2003; 

Leetmaa et al., 2015; Rink, et al., 2009; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Moreover, this 

approach increased the possibility of complementing theory (Ragin, 2014) as 

conclusions arising from multiple cases are more powerful than those coming 

from just one case (King, Keohane, & Verba, 1994; Yin, 2017). Finally, I chose to 

employ a comparative case design so that conclusions could be drawn on the basis 

of more than one case, thereby enhancing the degree of reliability.

 A number of scholars have called for comparative gesture in their research 

(Robinson, 2010), rather than strictly comparative urban studies. Moreover, in this 

field the opportunities for a rigorous case selection are fairly limited. However, 
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analysing differences and similarities in the cases enabled a better understanding 

of the phenomenon under investigation and their comparison against the diverse 

backgrounds of the cases.

 Two medium-sized shrinking cities were chosen as cases in this thesis: Heerlen 

(the Netherlands) and Blaenau Gwent (Wales). These are so-called ordinary areas 

(Ash & Stephen, 1997; Benneworth, 2003), and therefore offer the potential to 

draw lessons for many similar shrinking areas in Europe. The selection of cases 

was based on a comparative case selection strategy (Lijphart, 1975; Przeworski & 

Teune, 1970; Seawright & Gerring, 2008), information-oriented selection (Flyvbjerg, 

2006) and literal replication logic (Yin, 2017). According to the comparative case 

selection strategy, cases were chosen based on their similar background features 

and because of the expectation they will produce similar findings. The choice of 

cases was informed by their similarity regarding background variables which 

were substantively related to urban shrinkage (see Chapter 5 for criteria and 

explanation). Moreover, cases were selected on the basis of expectations regarding 

their information content in order to maximize the utility of information from 

single cases (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Lastly, the cases were selected to predict similar 

results and confirm each other (a literal replication) (Yin, 2017). Replication of 

cases, using the same approach in both cases and adjusting it when necessary, 

enabled the development of a deeper understanding of the phenomena under 

investigation.

 The main data collection methods were semi-structured interviews, supported 

by documentation study and field visits. Interviews enabled the discovery of under-

standings, meanings, stories, experiences, feelings and motivations regarding the 

research questions (Collis & Hussey, 2003; Tacchi, Slater, & Hearn, 2003; Walsham, 

1995) among people encountered in the case studies. I was looking for the major 

themes that could assist me in unravelling the complex problem and shed light on 

its hidden dimensions. This was in line with the qualitative nature of the study 

and interpretivist approach. The questions of this study sought to explore 

experiences of shrinkage and social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. 

Sampling was used to identify the participants. It implied ‘being flexible to 

determine (…) individuals to be included in the research, those which provide 

appropriate comparable data’ (Dey, 1999, p. 5). A more detailed description of the 

interview sampling and content can be found in specific studies (Chapters 2, 3, 4 

and 5). Although deemed appropriate to reach the aims of this thesis, these 

methods also had some drawbacks which will be explored in conclusion (Chapter 6).

1.4.3.1 Cases
This thesis will focus on international comparison and is limited to two cases 

located in Northwest Europe (Figure 2). The focus was on Northwest European 
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shrinkage because differences in urban shrinkage phenomena can be large and 

not only due to local context indicators but also to the causes of shrinkage. 

For example: Northwest European shrinkage is mainly due to deindustrialization, 

while East European shrinkage is mainly due to political transformation. The 

chosen cases were Heerlen (the Netherlands) and Blaenau Gwent (Wales). There are 

lot of similarities between the chosen cases. Both are faced with urban shrinkage, 

are medium-sized towns with an industrial history, and are situated in advanced 

capitalist democracies. As such, although embedded in a specific local context, 

they are exemplary of many other urban areas in this part of Europe that face 

urban shrinkage.

Both cases in this thesis are characterised as ‘Medium-sized’. However, there is no 

homogeneous definition of medium-sized city in the European Union. Where 

some definitions define small and medium-sized towns as ones with between 

5,000 and 50,000 inhabitants (ESPON, 2015), other classifications define medium- 

sized cities as ones with population between 100,000 and 250,000 (Dijkstra & 

Poelman, 2012). Furthermore, Giffinger, Fertner, Kramar, and Meijers (2008) define 

‘medium-sized’ cities on a European scale as ‘city regions of less than 500,000 

inhabitants’. Clearly, then, the meaning of ‘medium-sized’ depends on the scale 

one uses. In the context of many shrinking urban European areas, cities with a 

Figure 2  Location of the cases in Northwest Europe (Source: http://4b.nweurope.eu/)



35

INTRODUCTION

1

population of 50,000 to 100,000 inhabitants can be considered medium-sized.  

I acknowledge that every demarcation is by definition arbitrary. Nevertheless,  

the choice of smaller towns makes sense for the purpose of this research, as in 

reality these kinds of areas are frequently faced with urban shrinkage.

 The town of Heerlen is located in the Limburg region in the southeast of the 

Netherlands (Figure 3). Heerlen is a town that grew rapidly with the development 

of industries in the beginning of and through the 20th century. As such, this small 

village grew into a town which today has a green and dispersed character. The 

termination of industries started in the 1960s, which initiated the urban 

shrinkage. Nowadays, Heerlen is faced with population decline (Table 3). Moreover, 

the history of deindustrialization created the low socio-economic status that 

currently characterises the town. Regeneration efforts are being undertaken in 

many fields. Notably, this includes attention for citizens’ initiatives (for example 

Gebrookerbos project which facilitates citizens’ initiatives) and for cultural events 

(for example the Cultural spring project in 2012 with spinoff projects today). 

Small-scale projects such as communal gardens are emerging, and policy makers 

hope that such initiatives will help improve quality of life in the area and soften 

the consequences of shrinkage.

 Blaenau Gwent is an area based in South Wales valleys (Figure 3). It is county 

borough which is composed of various smaller cores, with Ebbw Vale as a centre. 

Blaenau Gwent has a history of steel and coal industry. It now faces depopulation 

(Table 3), triggered by the deindustrialization of this area: the closing of the mines 

in the 1980s and the closure of the Ebbw Vale steelworks in 2002. Moreover, 

Figure 3   Location of cases within the countries and regions 
(Source: Google maps edited by author)
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predictions for the future population development of this area are that it will 

continue to decline. Similarly to Heerlen, Blaenau Gwent faces multiple forms of 

socio-economic deprivation. Blaenau Gwent invested considerably in regeneration 

projects mainly focused on restructuring the old industrial sites. Nowadays, these 

are locations for public services such as The Works in Ebby Vale.

 Heerlen and Blaenau Gwent represent typical cases of urban shrinkage in 

European medium-sized urban areas. As such they offer the valuable potential to 

draw lessons. Moreover, with regard to the focus of this thesis, these cases offer the 

opportunity to explore the meaning and role of social capital. These two towns are 

prominent shrinking towns in respected countries. Heerlen is the best-known 

shrinking urban area in the Netherlands. As such it is an exception in a growing 

population and urbanization trend that can be observed in the rest of the country. 

Similarly, Blaenau Gwent is the only area in Wales facing continuous population 

decline. Moreover, both cases are deindustrialized areas faced with socio-economic 

deprivation when compared with the rest of the country (Marlet & Van Woerkens, 

2018; Welsh Government, 2016b). However, these two cases differ when it comes 

to, for example, welfare state arrangements. Wales can be viewed as an example of 

a liberal regime that encourages individualism and the primacy of market forces 

in determining incomes, whereas the Netherlands can be viewed as a hybrid 

regime incorporating conservative and social democratic forces (Esping-Andersen, 

1990). More elaborate descriptions of the cases are offered in Chapters 3, 4 and 5.

Table 3   Population development and population prediction for Heerlen  
and Blaenau Gwent

1961 1971 1981 1991 2001 2011 2020 2030

Heerlen

(Source: CBS, 2018)

72,428 75,058 71,435 94,344 95,149 89,212 85,600 84,500

Blaenau Gwent

(Source: Welsh 

 Government, 2016) 

90,732 81,009 74,640 72,176 70,061 69,814 68,981 67,084
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1.4.4 Research framework

Figure 4 below outlines the applied research framework.

Chapters 2-5 are based on articles written for international blind peer-reviewed 

academic journals (Ročak, Hospers, & Reverda, 2016a; Ročak, Hospers, & Reverda, 

2016b, Ročak, 2018b, Ročak, Hospers, & Reverda, 2019). All four of them were 

published during the period of writing this thesis. As these chapters can be read  

as individual papers, some overlap (particularly in the introduction of research 

themes, theoretical underpinnings and methods) is inevitable. The papers in the 

thesis are copied in full. 

Figure 4  Main concepts and building blocks of research and research framework

Context of Urban Shrinkage

Part 1
(Chapter 2) 

Part 2
(Chapter 3) 

Part 3
(Chapter 4) 

Part 4
(Chapter 5) 

Civic Action GovernanceSocial
Sustainability

Path
Dependency

Desk study:
theoretical

orientation and
case selection

Interviews
and field visits:

comparative

Interviews
and field visits

Heerlen

Interviews
and field visits
Blaenau Gwent

Time span of the research 



38

CHAPTER 1

1.5   Article-based chapters: theoretical approach  
and reading guide

Embedded in the literature on social capital and urban shrinkage and the social 

interpretivist approach, each chapter builds on an additional set of theories to 

explore these topics from different perspectives. These additional theoretical 

approaches enabled a further analysis of social capital in the context of shrinkage 

and highlighted different aspects of urban shrinkage which are relevant to this 

thesis. The choices for additional theories were based on the iterative approach 

adopted in this thesis, as discussed above. As knowledge on the topic increased, 

new avenues for exploration emerged, while prior ideas were partially reconceptu-

alised and adjusted and where necessary also extended. The motivation for this 

particular theoretical approach is elaborated on and explained in each particular 

chapter. Finally, the synthesis is given in the conclusion Section.

 This thesis is structured as 6 chapters. It starts (Chapter 1) by presenting the 

motivation for the topic (Section 1.1), followed by an exploration of the concept of 

urban shrinkage (Section 1.2). In Section 1.2.2 gaps in the literature are explored 

and the two main attention points of this research are presented. Section 1.3 

explores the concept of social capital and how it is used in this thesis. Finally, the 

scope, research questions and methodology are discussed (Section 1.4).

 Chapter 2 explores social aspects of urban shrinkage by focusing on literature 

on civic action and describing scenarios of civic action in the context of urban 

shrinkage. The aim of Chapter 2 is to explore alternative perspectives on urban 

shrinkage and to expand the focus from hardware (physical infrastructure) to 

software (social infrastructure). Additionally, this chapter examines writings on 

civic action in the context of urban shrinkage in order to reflect on these concepts. 

Finally, the aim is to challenge assumptions on civic engagement in shrinking 

cities. Chapter 2 scrutinizes the broad set of literature to understand civic action 

and examples of good practice. This is based on issues explored in the introduction 

such as austerity measures, the transformation of the welfare state and policy 

language which requests a lot from civil society. When work started on writing 

this thesis, knowledge on these issues was scarce. To address these issues, the 

chapter starts with an analysis of the concept of urban shrinkage, followed by a 

discussion on the multidimensional nature of shrinkage. Scenarios of civic action 

in the context of urban shrinkage are offered and analysed on the basis of examples 

from the literature. Chapter 2 ends with a critique of the concept of civic action in 

the context of urban shrinkage.

 Chapter 3 extends the discussion on civic action in the context of urban 

shrinkage to introduce the concept of social sustainability. This chapter sets the 

scene for the thesis by exploring the notion of social capital in the context of urban 
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shrinkage. This approach is based on the gaps in the literature explored in Section 

1.2.2. Moreover, building on the findings of Chapter 2, Chapter 3 answers the 

following questions: (1) How do inhabitants of shrinking cities experience 

shrinkage and how is this connected to their social capital? and (2) How does social 

capital in shrinking cities influence social sustainability? In this chapter, the 

relation between urban shrinkage and social capital is explored further in an 

empirical study. the analysis of urban shrinkage and social capital in Heerlen, 

Netherlands is presented, with special attention for the concept of social 

sustainability. The relevance of extending the definition of sustainability in 

shrinking cities to encompass the social aspects is emphasised. This chapter ends 

with a more developed understanding of social sustainability in shrinking cities 

and argues for its necessity for the future of these areas.

 Chapter 4 covers the range of literature on old industrial areas and, in 

particular, path dependency in order to further explore the new horizons for these 

areas. This chapter describes urban shrinkage in Blaenau Gwent, Wales. It answers 

the question: What are the implications of urban shrinkage in an old industrial 

area (‘OIA’) for social capital? The question is embedded in the OIA literature, and 

the relevance of the concept of path dependency for the dynamics of social capital 

is explored. The case of Blaenau Gwent serves as an empirical study to illustrate 

the dynamics of social capital in an OIA. Special attention is given to actors 

involved in shrinkage. It argues that attention for state actors should be expanded 

to include attention for civil society actors. This exploration of social capital leads 

to conclusions related to experiences of shrinkage, low trust and breaks in the 

traditional social paths through small impulses of local key persons.

 Chapter 5 synthesises the theories and concepts explored in previous chapters 

in order to arrive at a more comprehensive understanding of social capital in the 

context of urban shrinkage. This chapter is closely linked to Chapters 3 and 4 

because it uses the data from the empirical studies presented there to draw 

conclusions from the comparative analysis. It presents the comparative analysis of 

the two shrinking city cases in this thesis: Heerlen and Blaenau Gwent. I aim to 

provide a better understanding of (1) how actors in civil society experience urban 

shrinkage and (2) their perspectives on the governance of urban shrinkage. This 

chapter shows that understanding shrinkage and addressing it are predominately 

context related. Explanations based on historical developments and welfare state 

provisions are offered. Finally, this chapter discusses the difficulties with involving 

civil society in processes of planning and offers suggestions on how these 

difficulties can be overcome.

 In conclusion, Chapter 6 recapitulates the answers to the research questions 

and discusses the main findings of the thesis. It is dedicated to the further 

development of the concepts raised in this study. Concluding observations and 
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reflection on the methods are offered, as well as directions for future research and 

recommendations for policy makers and practitioners. The theoretical and 

practical implications of this study are reflected upon in order to further the 

understanding of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage.
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Civic action and urban shrinkage: 
Exploring the link
Published in Journal of Urban Regeneration and Renewal: Ročak, M., Hospers, G.-J., 

& Reverda, N. (2016). Civic action and urban shrinkage: Exploring the link. Journal of 

Urban Regeneration and Renewal, 9(4), 406–418. Copyright © Henry Stewart Publications

Abstract 

In Europe, urban shrinkage is a widespread phenomenon with future relevance. 

To date, most academic and policy literature has explored the spatial impacts of 

this phenomenon, focusing on the infrastructure side (hardware), whereas social 

aspects of urban shrinkage (software) have been mostly overlooked. This chapter 

indicates the gap regarding the software aspects of urban shrinkage. It examines 

the link between civic action and urban shrinkage, and finds that the concept of 

civic action is often promoted as a normative requirement for maintaining an 

area’s quality of life. In the authors’ view, social capital and civic action in the 

context of urban shrinkage could be valuable resources, but should not be 

overrated. In this respect, the authors identify and illustrate three scenarios of 

civic action in the context of urban shrinkage, namely (1) increased civic action, (2) 

no change in civic action and (3) reduced civic action. They conclude that a social 

theory of urban shrinkage is needed to give the debate on urban shrinkage a new 

impulse.
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2.1 Introduction

For the future of European societies, it is increasingly difficult to ignore the 

relevance of demographic change, in general, and urban shrinkage, in particular. 

Urban shrinkage—defined as a phenomenon where an urban area experiences 

population decline combined with economic transformation—is expected to 

continue. It is likely to remain relevant for many towns and cities in Europe. Over 

the last few decades, this topic has gained more academic and policy attention. 

Studies have been conducted in multiple areas, but notably in the spatial planning 

field. Recent discussions, however, have largely ignored social aspects of the urban 

shrinkage phenomena. This chapter argues that, to understand this phenomenon 

fully, examining social aspects is crucial. There is, however, another reason for 

studying urban shrinkage from a social perspective. Examination of sporadic 

publications on the social aspects of urban shrinkage shows that recent academic 

publications and policy documents emphasize the importance of civic action in 

the context of urban shrinkage. Here, citizen involvement is seen normatively as 

desirable and necessary. Moreover, social capital that could enable civic action has 

been acknowledged as a relevant resource in shrinking cities. At the same time, 

there is limited theoretical and empirical analysis of the issues at stake. Against 

this background, the chapter reflects on the processes of civic action and social 

capital in the light of urban shrinkage, and attempts to instigate a theory of civic 

action in the context of urban shrinkage. 

 The aim of this chapter is to explore alternative perspectives on urban shrinkage 

and expand the focus from hardware (physical infrastructure) to software (social 

infrastructure). To address these issues, the chapter starts with an analysis of the 

concept of urban shrinkage, followed by a discussion on the multidimensional 

nature of shrinkage. It argues that the software of shrinkage is relevant but un-

der-researched. Finally, the chapter develops scenarios of civic action in the 

context of shrinkage and gives examples of responses that can be observed in this 

respect. It explores strategies used in different European cities to deal with the 

consequences of shrinkage by employing the capacities of the civic society. 

Ultimately, the chapter suggests questions for further research, and states that 

civic engagement is Europe’s most important urban shrinkage challenge (Hospers, 

2014). Finally, a proposition is made that there is a need for theory and analysis in 

order to understand the processes of civic action in shrinking cities.
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2.2   Urban Shrinkage: occurrence and 
multidimensional nature 

The world population keeps growing, and most of this growth can be observed in 

cities. Currently, there are more than seven billion people living on planet Earth, 

and more than half live in urban areas. A similar situation can be observed in 

Europe: more than half the EU population are living in urban areas (European 

Environment Agency, 2014). The role of cities is recognized as crucial in population 

growth and world development, as the number of people living in cities is growing 

daily. This trend is predicted to continue (United Nations, 2013).

 Nevertheless, there are two opposite trends in the development of urban areas 

worldwide (Oswalt, 2006). The growth of urbanization in many places in the world 

(mostly in Africa and Asia) is contrasted with shrinking cities (mostly in developed 

countries in Europe and North America) (United Nations, 2013). Despite the 

urbanization trend, over a quarter of the world metropolises shrank in the 1990s 

(Özatağan & Eraydin, 2014). The historical development of many urban areas is 

marked by either growth or decline. Population decline in the 21st century, 

however, is a new phenomenon, because it often takes place in times of peace and 

prosperity, while it occurs particularly in affluent countries of the western world 

(Oswalt, 2006 & Feldhoff, 2013). 

 Europe, in particular, is faced with an increasing number of shrinking towns 

and cities. This is characterized in the first instance by population decline 

(Wiechman & Pallagst, 2012; Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007). While some urban 

centres are growing (e.g. the large metropolitan areas of Munich, Milan and 

London), 57 per cent of urban regions in the EU have lost population in recent 

years (European Union, 2007; URBACT, 2010). Moreover, in some countries, total 

population is declining, while there are some growing urban areas. Future 

predictions for the EU point to a shrinking and ageing population, as well as 

geographical polarization from less to more successful cities and regions. The rise 

of shrinking cities shows that globalization tends to widen the gap between the 

so-called ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ (‘haves’ in this case referring to places and people) 

(Pallagst, Wiechman, & Martinez-Fernandez, 2014). For example, the position of 

larger cities is often better than the position of smaller cities, which consequently 

face more decline (Turok & Mykhnenko, 2007). 

 One cannot speak of clear causal relations when it comes to the process of 

urban shrinkage. These processes are complex, can vary widely (Özatağan & 

Eraydin, 2014) and are multifaceted. But it can be argued that the origins of urban 

shrinkage are deeply interrelated and anchored in the globalization process 

(Pallagst et al., 2014). A demographic cause, population decline, is the core indicator 
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of urban shrinkage. It is influenced by socio-economic developments6 and is due, 

in particular, to the long-term decline in fertility. Alongside this demographic 

background, a decline in the industrial base has been a major cause of shrinkage 

in many areas (Pallagst et al., 2014). As a rule, cities depending on old industries 

have had problems with restructuring, resulting in the loss of manufacturing 

jobs, brain drain and shrinkage. For example, the Dutch city of Heerlen was a 

successful mining city. The mining industry was flourishing at the beginning of 

the 20th century, which contributed to the growth of the city (Hermans & Ročak, 

2009). When mines were closed in 1970s, the impact on the social and economic 

structure of the city was immense. Closing of the mines resulted in social problems 

(increased drug and alcohol abuse, poverty, high unemployment rates), economic 

decline (decreased job opportunities) and spatial decay (vacancy) (Reverda, 

Hermans, & Ročak, 2012). The Dutch government invested in other, mostly ser-

vice-oriented, employment opportunities in Heerlen.

 Research on shrinking cities has grown in recent times and has become the 

subject of international debate. But there is no commonly accepted definition. The 

complexity of the shrinkage discourse is apparent from the many definitions that 

have been developed for this phenomenon the literature. In particular, many 

different notions are used to describe developments in population change in cities: 

for example, shrinking cities (Sousa, 2010), urban decline (Beauregard, 1993; 

Couch, Karecha, Nuissl, & Rink, 2005), post-industrial cities (Hall, 1988), urban 

transformation (Holst Laursen, 2008), demographic decline (Verwest, 2011) and 

demographic change (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012a). Moreover, the tendency 

towards including more non-demographic aspects in the definition of shrinkage 

can be observed. For example, economic reasons (Häussermann & Siebel, 1988) 

spatial implications (Hoekveld, 2014b; Bontje, 2001; N. Kabisch, Haase, & Haase, 

2010), deindustrialization (Schilling & Logan, 2008; Vey, 2007), social problems, 

employment decline (Martinez-Fernandez, et al. 2012b; Pallagst et al., 2014) and 

different macro-processes that interplay at the local level, such as globalization 

(Rink et al., 2009; Rumpel, Slach, & Koutsky, 2013) are regularly referred to. Urban 

shrinkage has a cross-sectoral character with multidimensional effects on the 

economy, demography, geography, social and physical aspects of a city (Rumpel et 

al., 2013). Until now, it has been the visible outcomes of shrinkage that have 

attracted most academic attention. Mostly spatial planning academics, as well as 

policy researchers, have been studying mostly shrinking urban areas (A. Haase et 

al., 2012; D. Haase, 2008; Hospers & Reverda, 2012; Pallagst, 2010; Rink et al., 2009; 

Wiechman & Pallagst, 2012). The focus is on spatial and policy implications of 

6 E.g. Individualisation and economic developments such as deindustrialization and migration of 

young people to more economically developed areas. 
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shrinkage. Human motivations and social connections, however, play a significant 

role in shrinking cities. This chapter argues that current dominant perspectives 

investigating urban shrinkage should be extended and include social aspects as 

well. To illustrate this, the division of shrinkage in hardware, mindware and 

software is helpful (Hospers, 2010).

 Hardware refers to the physical environment and has been studied extensively 

(Hospers, 2010; Leadbeater, 2007). It deals with the visible and tangible aspects of 

shrinking (e.g. vacancy or oversized infrastructure). Mindware refers to the image 

of an area, which can have an impact on current and future trends with regard to 

population development. A reputation as a shrinking city may put possible 

newcomers off and give the inhabitants the feeling that they live in a non-place. 

Mindware received some attention of academics and, in particular, policy makers 

concerned about attracting new people to areas to fight shrinkage. Next to hardware 

and mindware, however, software refers to social structure of a shrinking area. 

It is an internal development in society and, as such, has a fundamental impact on 

an area (Albecker & Fol, 2014; Hospers, 2011; Hospers & Reverda, 2012; Ročak, 

2013). Software in urban shrinkage in this chapter refers to social capital. Social 

capital in this study is defined as the capacity of a society to form interactions and 

networks among its members, which is based on mutual trust (Schlappa & Neill, 

2013). Alongside physical, demographic and economic transformation, there is a 

need to look into social transformation in shrinking cities. This will help 

understanding of the social dynamics of shrinkage and its impact on the civic 

society in a shrinking city. 

 Although specific academic publications pay some attention to the social 

aspects of urban shrinkage (Cortese et al., 2014; Hospers & Reverda, 2012; Ročak, 

2013), it is a relatively underdeveloped area in the shrinking literature. Shrinkage 

has a strong impact on the functioning of the social institutions (Hospers & 

Reverda, 2012), social cohesion and social inclusion in an area (Rink et al., 2009; 

Verwest, 2011). A sociocultural view is thus a relevant addition to the discussion on 

urban shrinkage. After all, the sociocultural dimension of an area influences the 

development of an area (Putnam, 1993; Reverda, 2004).

2.3 Software of shrinkage: Social capital 

Alongside with spatial and economic impacts, shrinkage influences the social 

structure of an area. From the literature, one knows that social capital contributes 

to the economic and political performance of an area (Putnam, 1993); it can be 

seen as a valuable resource facilitating the quality of life (Holst Laursen, 2008; 

Pallagst et al., 2014).
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Hannemann (2006) researched social capital in relation to (shrinking) city 

development. She asked whether networks among people and civic engagement 

can really be seen as a solution for the problems of a shrinking area (Hannemann, 

2006). Often, social capital is seen as capable of affecting the collective ability to 

respond to local threats and to ease the day to day life of residents (Amin, 2005). 

The argument is that citizens may have resources that could result, when 

facilitated by government, in more effective strategies for dealing with shrinkage. 

Some argue that, in the situation of shrinkage, social ties between residents are 

important to support living functions. For example, informal networks that an 

individual is part of can function as a safety net if the quality of life is threatened. 

In Heerlen, in that respect, informal networks of residents distribute food parcels 

to disadvantaged families. It could be argued that the strength of community 

organization and social capital needs to be part of the programmes and strategies 

for the revitalization of shrinking cities. Local networks are able to reach 

consensus, usually in partnership with local institutions, leverage efforts and 

produce synergies. This form of community governance has the potential to 

cushion challenges of shrinkage. Local authorities could foster these networks as 

an investment in city revitalization (Pallagst et al., 2014). Hannemann (2006) 

concludes that the mapping of social capital in shrinking territories can be useful 

when it comes to the development of these territories. It is in a way an investigation, 

determination and exploitation of local resources. This approach, thus, contributes 

to identifying local resources (Leetmaa et al., 2015; Tsutsumi, 2009).

 Social capital can, however, have other, less desirable outcomes (Putnam, 

1993). It is important to reflect on these issues as well, in order to avoid too 

moralistic statements about social capital. Recent studies have identified some 

negative consequences of social capital, such as exclusion of outsiders, excess 

claims on group members, restriction of individual freedom and downward-level-

ling norms (Putnam, 1993). Putnam (1995) recognizes the potential downside of 

social capital and argues that two forms of social capital can be distinguished: 

bonding and bridging social capital. Bonding social capital (within group) implies 

individuals with the same background are brought together and ‘outsiders’ are 

not welcome, whereas bridging social capital (between group) refers to networks of 

diverse individuals who come together for a common goal. Bonding might lead to 

the negative consequences of social capital mentioned above. While bonding 

provides sources for development within a group and among some groups, among 

other groups they have precisely the opposite effect (Putnam, 1995). Similarly, a lot 

of bonding social capital could empower shrinkage by making outsiders not 

welcome in the area. 

 Not only the willingness of citizens to contribute, but also the value of their 

contribution are seen as important, because they have a streetwise knowledge of 
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what is necessary in their area (Hospers, 2014). Hence, communities need to be 

involved when discussing issues related to urban shrinkage. Moreover, the fact 

that there are more elderly residents in a context of urban shrinkage means that a 

considerable amount of social capital has also been built up over the years. This is 

an asset that can be used when dealing with demographic decline (Reverda, 2014; 

Wallace & Wallace, 1990). Furthermore, the role of social networks is relevant in 

the situation of urban shrinkage (Jacobs, 1961, 2004; Jansen, 2012).

 But, despite all potential positive aspects of social capital mentioned above, it 

should not be overrated. The possible negative sides of social capital in a context of 

shrinkage also need to be taken into consideration. Looking at social capital with 

cost considerations in mind (citizens are expected to organise delivery of services) 

is a limited view. It is important to note that shrinkage can weaken, or even 

dissolve, social networks in an area (Hospers & Reverda, 2012). For example, in a 

situation of shrinkage, youngsters could leave the area, while outsiders do not feel 

attracted to the area because of better education and job opportunities elsewhere 

(Reverda & Ročak, 2011). Moreover, shifts in population structure come with costs 

for the people that stay. For example, in Poland, out-migration of talented younger 

population to bigger cities and Western Europe enhanced urban shrinkage and 

resulted in a disadvantaged population being left behind (Stryjakiewicz, Jaroszewska, 

& Ciesiolka, 2012). 

 In sum, it could be argued that, in the case of urban shrinkage and transformation 

of cities, social capital plays an important role. So far, there has been limited 

academic discussion about specific characteristics of social capital in the situation 

of shrinkage. The capacities of civic action and mechanisms behind it are still to 

be explored.

2.4 Civic action in a situation of shrinkage: A critique 

Over recent years, civic7 action has been discussed widely in politics, the media, 

and (inter) national academic circles (Pattie, Seyd, & Whiteley, 2003; Tonkens, 2008) 

It is not a new concept, but it is becoming more interesting for policy makers, academics 

and other stakeholders. In academic and popular discourse, many terms8 for citizens’ 

participation can be found, e.g. community engagement, resident engagement, 

7 Putnam (2000) uses notions of civil and civic society. ‘Civil’, in this interpretation, has a more 

political connotation, whereas ‘civic’ refers more to the development of social capital and a 

commitment of citizens to each other. With respect to civic, he talks about civic engagement. In 

this chapter, the concept of civic action is used to refer to social capital that facilitates the action of 

the citizens.

8 Vocabulary used in various literature to describe this concept includes: citizen participation, active 

citizenship, citizen engagement. In this chapter we use ‘civic action’.
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bottom-up initiatives and grassroots development. In the situation of shrinking 

cities, civic action is attracting increasing attention (D. Haase et al., 2014; Hospers, 

2014). It is often seen as a resource that can contribute to maintaining the quality  

of life in a shrinking area.

2.4.1 What is civic action?
Civic action can be looked at from different angles. It is a contested concept 

discussed by many disciplines. It is also a cultural concept, as it is interpreted and 

given shape by people themselves (Van der Wijdeven, 2012). Civic action can refer 

to different things: from participation law in the Netherlands to demonstrations 

in Ukraine. Some aspects are the same (e.g. people coming together to pursue a 

joint goal), and some aspects differ, depending on the situation (e.g. action 

developing top-down or bottom-up). 

 The debate on civic action often focuses on the lack of it or the necessity for 

increasing it. Politicians and policy makers often consider citizens as consumers  

of services. This role is seen as problematic. Ideally, it is argued, citizens should 

become more involved in producing services. The debate is often accompanied by 

developments in political action aimed towards the withdrawal of state provision 

of services and a focus on the participation of citizens. Policy makers usually 

expect action from citizens, which is seen as a solution for many (societal) 

problems. 

 The working definition of civic action in the context of shrinkage developed 

for this chapter is: civic action in shrinking cities is bottom-up action that tackles 

the consequences of shrinkage to maintain or improve the quality of life. It resembles 

the notion of ‘self-organization’ (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011). With the concept of 

‘self-organization’, Boonstra and Boelens (2011) refer to the initiatives that 

originate in civil society from autonomous community-based networks of citizens 

who are part of the urban system, but independent of government procedures. 

 To understand the discussion on civic action, the authors make use of a 

theoretical framework in which society is analysed in terms of state, market and 

civil society9. In the social sciences, this is a well-accepted division; it represents 

different actors involved in social life. State, market and civil society stand for 

different groups with their own dynamics that often overlap in real life10. The 

state represents laws and rules, the market trade and entrepreneurship, while civil 

society represents meaningful social structures (Schlappa & Neill, 2013). In the 

9 This chapter will focus on civil society as a main actor when it comes to civic action. In practice, 

other actors will have to be taken into consideration as well.

10 To understand the discussion on social capital, we use a theoretical framework in which society 

is analysed in terms of state, market and civil society. Real life does not recognise such strict 

distinctions.
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situation of urban shrinkage, a trend moving from politics and the market towards 

civil society can be observed. When other sectors are withdrawing (politics and 

the market), civic society comes in. Citizens are expected (in the first instance by 

politicians) to contribute to the maintenance of quality of life. This shift of power 

and responsibilities is caused by, among other reasons, the fiscal burden on local 

governments that results from a declining population (Hospers, 2014). It can be 

hypothesized that, in the situation of shrinkage, the state cannot or does not want 

to invest in the quality of life, e.g. because the costs are high or because they simply 

do not know what to do. At the same time, shrinking areas are less interesting for 

the market (owing to the low possibility of making a profit). 

 One can assume that shrinkage leads to new arrangements in society, in terms 

of state, market and civil society. Only with the active involvement of all 

stakeholders (citizens, politicians and market players) can the quality of life in a 

shrinking area be warranted. To view civic action as the main tool for maintaining 

quality of life is very narrow. Rather, it is important to reconsider and reshape 

services and society in general. To achieve this, a dialogue with citizens is 

necessary: What is really important? What can be done? Who should be involved 

and how to proceed? Whose responsibility is it? To have more quality of life for 

fewer people, new forms of civic engagement are needed because, in shrinking 

cities, barriers to civic action may be higher. Therefore, the capacity of inhabitants 

to cope with urban shrinkage should not be overrated. The question needs to be 

raised: How realistic is it to expect engagement from citizens in a situation of 

decline? It can be hypothesized that civic action has its own limitations. In areas 

faced with shrinkage, weakened socio-demographic characteristics of the 

population can be observed (e.g. more unemployment, more poverty, lower 

educational status). Moreover, faced by many problems that are raised by shrinkage, 

inhabitants may be demotivated and less likely to become active (Hospers, 2014).

 Another question that should be raised is: How democratic is civic action 

really? Normative views assume that citizens ought to become more active and 

take things into their own hands. So the responsibility for the living environment 

is shared with citizens. Thus, civic action is seen as desired. At the same time, one 

can observe that not all initiatives are successful. One reason for this might be that 

control is in the hands of public government, which is not very adaptive to the 

initiatives emerging from the civic society. Next, governments do not always 

succeed in handling initiatives from the bottom up. In addition, civic engagement 

is often seen as a support machine to legitimize decisions of the government 

(Boonstra & Boelens, 2011). Arnstein (1969) analyses this topic in the light of power 

given to citizens, and sees it as the cornerstone of democracy. For her, participation 

is a categorical term for citizen power. It means a redistribution of power that 

enables citizens to be included deliberately in the political process. In other words, 
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citizen participation is a means by which citizens can share benefits in society. 

Arnstein uses the ladder metaphor to illustrate the power that citizens have: the 

higher up the ladder citizens go, the more power they have. But participation 

without power redistribution is, for the powerless, an empty and frustrating 

concept (Arnstein, 1969). Tokenism (citizens can advise, but do not have real power) 

makes it possible for power holders, such as city governors, to claim that all sides 

were considered while, at the same time, only the powerful can benefit. In this 

way, citizen participation maintains the status quo. Often, the leading and 

deciding role is allocated to government (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011) which makes 

civic action less democratic. This discussion leads to the consideration of the role 

of government. Ideally, governments should be facilitating and connecting 

towards society. As a matter of fact, examples of civic action initiatives in the 

context of urban shrinkage that are successful indicate partnership between 

governmental, private and civic actors (Aber & Yahagi, 2014; Albecker & Fol, 2014; 

Yahagi, 2014).

 Some authors argue that shrinkage will ultimately lead to transformation and 

result in new modes of action and orientation for society (Oswalt, 2006), To go 

through this transition, local involvement is needed, as coping with shrinkage 

requires the involvement of many stakeholders. The relationship between 

stakeholders (citizens, government and market players) in shrinking cities needs 

to be rethought. This chapter argues that the demands put on civic society, or in 

other words, the hopes expressed that civic society can pick up and solve problems 

of urban shrinkage, are quite optimistic. To be sure, civic action in the context of 

shrinkage is desirable but, to succeed, it needs to be properly facilitated and 

empowered.

2.5 Scenarios of civic action in the context of shrinkage 

In the situation of urban shrinkage, civic action has gained some academic 

attention. It has been recognized as a valuable resource in the area (A. Haase et al., 

2012; Hospers, 2014; Leetmaa et al., 2015). What exactly happens with regard to 

civic action in an area faced with shrinkage, however, is not clear. It can be 

hypothesized that, in a context of shrinkage, civic action occurs on a continuum. 

Within this continuum, three scenarios11 can occur: increasing civic action, no 

change in civic action and reduction in civic action (see Figure 5). These are not 

clear-cut states of affairs, but rather a way to structure the theory and available 

11 In this chapter presented as ideal types, although we recognise that, in practice, civic action occurs 

on the continuum between these ideal types. 
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examples. These three scenarios are hypothesized based on the underlying 

principle that might affect this: (1) sense of urgency; (2) no notice of trouble and /

or no need to react; and (3) a loss of morale due to a weak social infrastructure.

Increasing civic action
In a situation of shrinkage, a sense of urgency could imply more civic action. 

Namely, it is well known that people often become active if they experience some 

kind of deprivation. In other words, crisis is the mother of creativity (Marschall, 

2004). Thus, sense of urgency could work as an initiator of intrinsic motivation of 

citizens. In this scenario, it is possible that civic action would increase. 

 Some research has been conducted in this field emphasizing the positive 

factors of citizen involvement. Several writings deal with success stories of citizen 

involvement. For example, A. Haase et al. (2012) published a book with a collection 

of success stories of civic action in the context of shrinkage. They offer a set of 

examples, ranging from, for example, cultural initiatives to public transport organized 

by citizens themselves. All initiatives present situations where shrinkage triggered 

active involvement of citizens aimed at maintaining an area’s quality of life.

 There are numerous examples that point to successful civic action in urban 

shrinkage projects. For example, in the Dutch city of Heerlen, inhabitants 

developed numerous pocket parks, which facilitated the restructuring process  

in their neighbourhood. This civic action improved the image and liveability of 

the area (Gemeente Heerlen, 2013). Another example of citizen involvement was 

Figure 5  Scenarios of civic action in the situation of shrinkage: A continuum

Civic Action

Increasing
civic action

(Sence of urgency)

No change
in civic action

(Business as usual)

Reduction
in civic action

(Loss of morale)
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the IBA Stadtumbau project in Germany (Beeck, 2011; Mittmann, 2007). In this 

comprehensive project, art was used to deal with shrinkage. Citizens enthusiastically 

participated in developing and conducting plans for the future of their cities. 

It could be hypothesized, however, that the shrinkage literature is biased with 

positive examples. At the same time, literature that discusses limitations of citizens 

participation is scarce (e.g. Rhodes & Russo, 2013) or of a theoretical nature (e.g. A. 

Haase et al., 2012; Hospers, 2014). At the same time, the mechanisms why people 

have this sense of urgency are not understood.

No change in civic action
Increased civic action is just one scenario in the context of shrinking. But citizens 

may not react in this way. It is possible to imagine that citizens would stick to their 

levels of activity (business as usual). In this scenario, shrinkage would not be 

directly related to the motivation for civic action. The reaction could be threefold: 

they might not notice it, not have a problem with shrinkage or just choose to do 

nothing about it themselves. 

 The functioning of society and the behaviour of people are difficult to change. 

Change depends on many factors, such as traditions and culture. These are rooted 

and cannot be changed overnight. Although shrinkage might directly affect 

people’s living conditions, this does not guarantee that they will immediately 

react with civic action. It is imaginable that they would continue with their lives 

and with doing things as they are used to. 

 Even if action is initiated, the long-term results of acting should be analysed. 

In fact, many actions have good initial results, which disappear after a limited 

period. Further, even when actions are successfully initiated, citizens can still 

disengage and jeopardize their effectiveness. A good example is the Youngstown 

2010 plan, which was successful in initially involving citizens. But its final success 

is questionable (Rhodes & Russo, 2013).

 The Youngstown 2010 plan raised a considerable amount of attention for its 

attempts at community engagement in the planning process (through workshops 

and meetings engaging various community stakeholders) (Rhodes & Russo, 2013). 

The plan acknowledged that the city is shrinking and that, accordingly, plans for 

future developments should be made. Some authors (Wiechmann & Pallagst, 2012) 

went so far as to call this planning revolutionary. There were also suggestions that 

other shrinking cities should follow Youngstown’s model. The Youngstown plan 

recognized the need to improve the quality of life of its citizens. Efforts were made 

for creating employment and building the local economy. As a matter of fact, the 

plan improved some issues in the town, e.g. vacancy and economic investments. 

But the life of many city residents was not improved, as demonstrated by poverty, 

unemployment and crime. Youngstown continued with sharp shrinkage. This 
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story illustrates that the big challenges of shrinkage can result in limited success 

of initial community involvement.

Reduction in civic action
In a situation of urban shrinkage, resources for citizens to participate might be 

weakened, leading to a loss of morale. It is possible that citizens are discouraged by 

shrinkage and react by reducing their civic action. By way of example, there might 

be so many issues that have to be solved that citizens think it would not make a 

difference if they did participate. Alternatively, they might believe that the 

responsibility is not theirs or that they lack the resources to become active. In 

addition, the people that remain in the shrinking area are often weaker in terms 

of socio-economic status, which makes their resources to engage in civic action 

fewer.

 In their study on social cohesion in shrinking cities, Cortese et al. (2014) 

identify societal challenges that have a negative impact on social problems and 

urban challenges. This implies weakened social structures, which then imply less 

capacity for civic action. Additionally, in the situation of shrinkage, a big burden 

is put on the shoulders of citizens who may not be able to deal with these issues in 

the first place. It could, therefore, be suggested that civic action will decrease in 

the context of urban shrinkage. Moreover, three major problems regarding 

participation arise: time-consuming procedures (few people have time for it), the 

presence of a political system that sets the framework (hierarchy structures and 

formal influence) and a lack of democratic distribution of authority and 

responsibility to local people (Pløger, 2001) might jeopardize participation even 

more so in shrinking areas. In some neighbourhoods, shrinkage has led to total 

social disintegration (Cortese et al., 2014). For example, in the city of Detroit, 

neighbourhoods can be found with very few or no inhabitants. It is questionable 

whether one can talk about community and quality of life in these places.

 In conclusion, even in very challenged areas there are examples of civic action 

initiatives. This only goes to affirm that one cannot speak in terms of civic action 

in general. Certainly, in the context of shrinkage, there is a grey area of overlap 

between scenarios. It can be hypothesized that the differences between the three 

reactions are related to a cultural tradition of social capital: whether people are 

used to taking action. The mechanisms behind this are important to explore, 

however, as it could be argued that civic engagement is Europe’s most significant 

urban shrinkage challenge (Hospers, 2014).
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2.6 Implications for future research and policy 

Urban shrinkage is a development in Europe that is likely to continue. To be more 

precise, many European cities and towns are facing shrinkage in a structural 

sense (Luescher & Shetty, 2013). Over recent decades, a growing amount of research 

has been published about the topic of shrinking cities. So far, there has been 

considerable academic focus on the spatial (hardware) aspects of shrinkage 

(Hospers, 2010; Hospers & Reverda, 2012; Pallagst et al., 2014). This chapter has 

explored the multidimensional nature of shrinkage and paid specific attention to 

the software of shrinkage and civic action. A brief history of the development of 

the urban shrinkage concept shows that a multidisciplinary view has been 

developed. The authors argue that the concept of shrinkage should be extended in 

order to be able to include ‘soft’ factors. This is necessary to gain a comprehensive 

view of urban shrinkage and to develop appropriate reaction strategies. Obviously, 

this chapter has touched upon only some of the issues related to the software of 

shrinkage. 

 More research is needed to develop the topic of shrinking cities in Europe in 

general, and the social perspective on shrinkage in particular, in order to 

understand the underlying principles of civic action. The future research agenda 

should tackle questions such as ‘What is the impact of urban shrinkage on social 

capital?’ and ‘How do inhabitants of shrinking towns react to shrinkage?’ In the 

situation of urban shrinkage, citizen involvement is seen as desirable and 

necessary. Research so far has offered limited insight into the capacity and 

motivation of citizens to become active. Moreover, the mechanisms behind civic 

action, success and failure factors, with a specific link to the context of shrinkage 

have not been explored in detail yet. Questions such as ‘What are the civic action 

responses to shrinkage?’ and ‘What motivates civic action in shrinking cities?’ 

could enhance this debate. Obviously, this knowledge is necessary in order to 

develop appropriate policy responses for dealing with urban shrinkage. This 

chapter argues that research on social factors of urban shrinkage might empower 

the shrinkage discussion. In this way, the social dynamics of shrinkage and 

appropriate responses would be better understood. At the same time, one should 

be realistic about the potential of civic action in shrinking environments: it is 

certainly not a panacea to solve the problems that urban shrinkage is causing.
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Abstract 

Shrinkage is a relevant phenomenon for many cities and this trend is predicted to 

continue in the future. Although urban shrinkage is well recognized in academic 

discourse, little research has been undertaken on its social aspects. This chapter 

explores the concept of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage and 

elaborates on how it contributes to social sustainability in shrinking cities. After 

defining the concepts, we identify resources, empowerment, and participation as 

key indicators of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. The chapter 

analyses these indicators in the shrinking, old industrial city of Heerlen, the 

Netherlands, based on 24 in-depth interviews with citizens, policy-makers, and 

entrepreneurs, as well as secondary data. The findings reveal the prominence of 

three interrelated issues: the importance of local culture, subjective experiences 

of shrinkage, and a lack of trust between citizens and politicians. We conclude 

that social capital can facilitate social sustainability in the context of urban 

shrinkage. However, trust and empowerment are not guaranteed in a shrinking 

context. In shrinking cities more investments should be made to foster cooperation 

between civil society and politics and the development of mutual trust.
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3.1 Introduction

Urban shrinkage is a reality for many cities in the world. This phenomenon, which 

is expected to continue in the future, is a challenge for sustainable urban 

development because it implies that cities need to adapt to social and economic 

transformation (Aber & Yahagi, 2014). In the present debate on shrinking cities 

there is an emphasis on spatial and ecological aspects. In this chapter, we argue 

that social aspects are crucial if we are to understand the sustainability of 

shrinking cities. We explore the social sustainability of shrinking cities, making 

use of the concept of social capital. We define social sustainability in an urban 

shrinkage context as a resilient outcome of the interaction of civil society and 

other stakeholders in society enabling quality of life and the social transformation  

of shrinking cities. For the purpose of this study, we use Putnam’s classic definition 

of social capital: ‘features of social organization such as networks, norms and trust 

that facilitate coordination and co-operation for mutual benefit’ (Putnam, 1993, p. 35). 

 Over the years the topic of shrinking cities has gained considerable academic 

and policy attention. Several disciplines have analysed shrinking cities, particularly 

spatial planning, human geography, and public administration (D. Haase, 2008;  

A. Haase, Maas, Kabisch, & Steinführer, 2009; Pallagst, 2010; Rink et al., 2009; 

Wiechman, 2008). The topics of vacancy levels, infrastructure, financial implications, 

and governance are being examined in this context. Alongside spatial planning, 

sustainability has been a study domain of shrinking cities. So far, it has been explored 

mostly from an ecological perspective (for example: Gross (2008), Mulligan (2014) 

and Deng and Ma (2015). 

 However, it is relevant to acknowledge that not only the physical infrastructure 

and ecological and economical aspects change in shrinking cities, but also the 

social aspects. These aspects contribute to sustainability in shrinking cities, but so 

far have received limited attention (Hospers, 2014; Hospers & Reverda, 2015; Ročak, 

et al., 2016a). Some studies on the social aspects of urban shrinkage focus on the 

importance of social capital as a resource for maintaining quality of life in an area 

(Hannemann, 2006; Tsutsumi, 2009) but most of the literature focuses on examples 

of good practice in civic action (Faber & Oswalt, 2013; A. Haase et al., 2012). Policy-makers 

and academics view citizens as important actors in maintaining quality of life in 

an area, thereby contributing to the social sustainability of shrinking cities. It is 

commonly recognized that when discussing shrinking cities, citizens’ views, 

resources, networks, and activities matter. Nevertheless, empirically based knowledge 

on these issues lags behind.
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In the light of the challenges posed by shrinkage12, shrinking cities have more 

difficulty in achieving sustainability than other types of cities. In order to 

understand sustainability in this context we need to understand the relevance of 

civil society and how citizens experience the changes in their physical environment. 

In this chapter ‘social’ is referred to in terms of social capital. We believe that 

social capital is a good starting point for exploring social sustainability from a 

social sciences perspective (Dempsey, Bramley, Power, & Brown, 2011; Koning, 

2002; Partridge, 2005) as the literature on social capital provides some clarity 

about social sustainability and the indicators of both frequently overlap (Rogers, 

Gardner, & Carlson, 2013; Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014). 

 This chapter explores the concept of social capital in the context of urban 

shrinkage in order to determine on how it contributes to social sustainability. The 

main questions examined in this chapter are: (1) How do inhabitants of shrinking 

cities experience shrinkage and how is this connected to their social capital? and 

(2) How does social capital in shrinking cities influence social sustainability? In 

order to answer these questions we analyse the existing academic and policy 

literature and combine it with a case study undertaken in the Dutch shrinking 

city of Heerlen in 2015. 

 This chapter is structured as follows. Drawing on a wide range of literature on 

urban shrinkage, social sustainability, and social capital, we first develop a 

theoretical framework (Section 3.2). Then, the methodological approach of this 

study is introduced and the case of the Dutch shrinking city of Heerlen is presented 

(Section 3.3). We subsequently focus on the results and a discussion (Section 3.4).

3.2   The theoretical framework of shrinking cities, 
social capital, and social sustainability

3.2.1 Shrinking cities
Worldwide, the number of people living in cities is increasing daily and the importance 

of urban areas is growing (United Nations, 2013). At the same time, a reverse trend 

of shrinking cities can be observed (Oswalt, 2006). This phenomenon is becoming 

more common, in particular in affluent countries in the western world (Feldhoff, 

2013; Hara, 2015). Likewise, forecasts for Europe are characterized by growing and 

shrinking cities and an ageing population, as well as a geographical division 

between less and more successful cities and regions (Eurostat, 2012; Sousa, 2010; 

Wiechman, 2008). 

12 For example, oversized infrastructure and financial austerity.
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Urban shrinkage is a phenomenon whereby an urban area experiences population 

decline combined with economic transformation (Hoekveld, 2014a; Ročak et al., 

2016a). By nature, it is a multidimensional process with multidimensional effects 

on the economy, demography, geography, and the social and physical aspects of a 

city (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012a). There is no agreement among the academic 

community about the most appropriate terminology and definition with which 

to describe this phenomenon (Couch et al., 2005; Rink et al., 2009). While the 

demographic component is essential in defining shrinking cities, many other 

characteristics are used to define it. For example: economic reasons (Häussermann 

& Siebel, 1988), deindustrialization (Schilling & Logan, 2008), social problems 

(Pallagst, et al., 2014), employment decline (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012b), the 

interplay of different macro processes at the local scale (Rink et al., 2009; Rumpel 

et al., 2013), etc. This variety indicates the wider acknowledgment of the concept 

and the interest in exploring various aspects related to urban shrinkage. 

 The causes and outcomes of shrinkage have been studied extensively (see, for 

example: Hospers (2013b); Pallagst et al. (2014); Hoekveld (2015). The causes of 

shrinkage are multidimensional and interconnected in the context of globalization 

(Cunningham-Sabot & Roth, 2014). In particular, deindustrialization triggered 

economic transformation and population decline and since the middle of the 20th 

century an increasing number of cities have been shrinking. Economic downsizing 

impacts employment opportunities and also social aspects such as increased 

poverty and the reliance of a part of the workforce on welfare support. Furthermore, 

shrinkage causes selective out-migration: young people leave the area, thus 

weakening the socio-demographic and socioeconomic structure (S. Kabisch, Haase, 

& Haase, 2006). 

 Shrinking cities face many challenges and at the same time have fewer 

resources because of structural deficits and financial austerity (Cortese et al., 

2013). Here, resources should be seen not only in the physical sense (for example: 

finances and infrastructure), but also in social terms. Social aspects have a 

fundamental impact on an area (Albecker & Fol, 2014; Hospers, 2011; Hospers & 

Reverda, 2015; Putnam, 1993; Ročak, 2013; Ročak et al., 2016) and as such are 

equally relevant in the urban shrinkage discussion. Some attention has been paid 

to the social aspects of urban shrinkage (Cortese et al., 2013; Hospers, 2014; Hospers 

& Reverda, 2015). For example, Cortese et al. (2013) point to two major problems 

confronting shrinking cities in their social development: ageing and the brain 

drain, on the one hand, and socio-spatial differentiation (a concentration of 

disadvantaged people in certain areas), on the other. However, some studies 

recognize that social resources can be used as an asset in a shrinking city. In her 

study on social capital in relation to shrinking city development, Hannemann 

(2006) concludes that the mapping of social capital in shrinking territories can be 
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useful when it comes to the development of these territories. This approach 

contributes to the identification and exploitation of local resources (Hannemann, 

2006; Leetmaa et al., 2015). However, it is important to note that shrinkage can 

weaken, or even dissolve, social networks in an area (Hospers & Reverda, 2015) due, 

for example, to out-migration. 

 Despite these scarce studies, it can be argued that the social aspects of shrinkage 

have not been explored in detail (Ročak et al., 2016a). When the social aspects of 

this phenomenon are referred to in academic and policy debates, they are often 

defined as social capital. Social capital can be seen as a resource facilitating quality 

of life in shrinking cities (Holst Laursen, 2008; Pallagst et al., 2014) as it contributes 

to the economic and political performance of the area (Putnam, 1993). It is 

therefore relevant to study this aspect further.

3.2.2 Social capital and social sustainability
A considerable number of studies has been published on the significance of social 

capital13. Many actors (for example: academics, politicians, and professionals) and 

academic disciplines (for example: sociology, economics, politics and health) refer 

to it. It can be argued that the modern development of the concept of social capital 

has been marked by three main authors: Bourdieu, Coleman, and Putnam (Portes, 

1998). 

 Bourdieu (1985) is often called the father of social capital. He recognizes 

economic, social, cultural, and symbolic capital and argues that they are 

transformed by individuals and groups to ensure the reproduction of capital. 

Social capital presents a resource for an individual that is based on membership of 

a certain group. Through social capital individuals can gain access to economic 

resources, increase their cultural capital, or increase their institutionalized 

cultural capital. For Coleman (1988, 1990), social capital is ‘a variety of different 

entities which have two things in common: they all consist of some aspect of social 

structure and they facilitate certain actions of individuals within that structure’ 

(Coleman, 2000, p. 302). He emphasizes rational choice, meaning that people act 

intentionally to maximize their individual utility. Putnam (1993, 2000) is 

associated with communitarian approach (Safford, 2004). He used social capital to 

describe how basic features of civic life (such as trust and membership of groups) 

provide the basis for people to engage in collective action. It consists of social 

structures that facilitate the action of actors within structures.

13 For example, the database Web of Science recognizes 11,641 results (journal articles) with the keywords 

‘social capital’. In turn, a Google Scholar search gives almost three million hits. Available online: http://

scholar.google.nl/scholar?hl=nl&q=social+capital&btnG=&lr= (accessed on 23 September 2015).
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Even though the concept of social capital is not new to social sciences (Portes, 

1998), it was popularized by Putnam’s (1993) book Making Democracy Work. He 

demonstrated the relationship between the developed civil society and the 

enhanced economic and political performance in Northern Italy, stating that 

successful outcomes are more likely in civically engaged communities (Putnam, 

2000). In this chapter we focus on the perspective represented in particular by the 

work of Putnam because it resembles social capital discussions as presented in 

studies on urban shrinkage and social capital, focusing in particular on cooperation 

and collective action for mutual benefit (A. Haase et al., 2012; Ročak et al., 2016a). 

Nowadays social capital is often seen as complementary to other forms of capital 

(Hospers & Van Lochem, 2002) and social sustainability (Koning, 2002; Rogers et 

al., 2013). The popularity of the concept has led to overuse and imprecision, while 

there is no consensus about its content and measurement.

 It is relevant to acknowledge that social capital is not always positive. Portes 

(1998) and Putnam (2000), for instance, also mention the ‘downside of social 

capital’, in which associational activity can be divisive and exclusionary, excessive 

claims can be made on group members, and there is restriction of individual 

freedom and downward levelling norms. In this respect, Putnam refers to bonding 

and bridging social capital. Bonding social capital, where individuals with the 

same background are brought together and outsiders are not welcome, can lead to 

the negative aspects mentioned above (Putnam, 2000).

 Although many studies have addressed social capital, less attention has been 

paid to this concept in the situation of urban shrinkage. However, the concept of 

social capital is used by many scholars in the social sustainability debate (Bramley 

& Power, 2009; Dempsey et al., 2011; Grootaert, 1998; Noll, 2002; Magis, 2010; 

Rogers et al., 2013; Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014). In this study social capital, as 

operationalised in Section 2.3, is seen as a contributory factor to the social 

sustainability and urban shrinkage debate. It is not a solution for sustainable 

development issues (Koning, 2002; Rogers et al., 2013), yet it can offer a method of 

assessing the social aspects of sustainability. 

 Sustainability is a concept popular across many academic fields. Three 

sustainability factors are often identified: economic, environmental, and social 

(Mulligan, 2014). They are interrelated and depend upon each other (Rogers et al., 

2013). So far, sustainability literature has been dominated by ecological 

perspectives, complemented by economic issues (Åhman, 2013; Colantonio & 

Dixon, 2009; Koning, 2002). The social component has been the least studied and 

described aspect Bourdieu, 1985), although it seems that interest in the social 

aspects of sustainability (Åhman, 2013; Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014) is growing. 

 Social sustainability has been defined in different ways (Åhman, 2013). 

Frequently, social sustainability discussions combine traditional social policy 
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areas with social conditions such as sense of place, trust, participation and resources, 

empowerment, cultural identity, and quality of life (Colantonio & Dixon, 2009; 

Dempsey et a., 2011; Koning, 2002; Serageldin, 1996). These are the key components 

of social sustainability, often found in social capital discussions, yet they are 

frequently overlooked because of ambiguity and measurement problems (Koning, 

2002; Magis, 2010). Interpretations are context dependent and closely interconnected 

with each other (Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014). Drawing on academic and policy 

literature, we argue that the following aspects are likely to be significant in 

helping to sustain communities, particularly in shrinking cities: interaction with 

other residents or social networks, participation in collective community activities, 

and pride or sense of place (Bramley & Power, 2009).

 In this chapter we are particularly interested in social capital for two main 

reasons: first, in sporadic publications on urban shrinkage social capital has been 

mentioned as a resource which can facilitate quality of life in shrinking cities 

(Hannemann, 2006; Reverda, 2014; Tsutsumi, 2009). Second, it can be argued that 

social capital supports the sustainable development of shrinking cities (Aber & 

Yahagi, 2014). Therefore, we see social capital literature as a base for exploring the 

social sustainability of shrinking cities (Koning, 2002; Partridge, 2005; Rogers et 

al., 2013; Weingaertner & Moberg, 2014). However, we agree with Koning (2002) 

and Partridge (2005) that social capital indicators cannot simply be used as a 

synonym for social sustainability. In this chapter we recognize social sustainability 

as being facilitated by social capital. 

 The social aspects of sustainability in shrinking cities have received limited 

attention. Hara (2015) defines social sustainability in the context of shrinkage 

primarily as social policy issues, such as the maintenance of services and a viable 

potential support rate. In this chapter we move away from defining social 

sustainability solely as a social policy issue and argue that social capital should be 

considered when talking about social sustainability in the context of urban 

shrinkage.

3.2.3  Social capital measurement and indicators in the context  
of urban shrinkage

Social capital has been measured in many ways and, due to the complexity of the 

concept, it is not possible to obtain a single ‘true’ measure (World Bank, 2012). 

Most research on social capital to date has involved the use of existing survey data. 

However, in the early stages of theory development quantitative research methods 

might lead to inconclusive results (Parkhe, 1993). Due to the newness of this topic 

we believe that a qualitative approach is more appropriate. Data collected from 

interviews offer a more detailed understanding of social capital by exploring the 

meanings people give to their environment in the context of urban shrinkage. 
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For the purpose of this study we identified relevant studies offering social capital 

and social sustainability indicators that can be applied to an urban shrinkage 

context. Against this background a suitable framework was developed. Forrest and 

Kearns (2001) offer aspects of social capital that are relevant to the urban context: 

resources (such as trust and belonging) as well as empowerment and participation 

(in formal and informal activities). Based on these indicators, and Colantonio and 

Dixon’s (2009) and Bramley and Power’s (2009) indicators of social sustainability14 

as well as studies looking at social capital in the context of shrinking, (Hannemann, 

2006; Hospers & Reverda, 2015; Ročak, 2013; Tsutsumi, 2009) we identify three 

social capital indicators in the context of shrinking: resources, empowerment, and 

participation (Figure 1). Obviously, in real life, these indicators overlap and impact 

each other. 

 Social capital can only be understood when the background indicators of 

urban shrinkage15 and the local context16 are taken into consideration. In both 

shrinkage and social sustainability debates, increasing importance is given to the 

local perspective (Bowns, 2013; Colantonio & Dixon, 2009; Cooke, 1989; Dumreicher 

& Kolb, 2008; A. Haase et al., 2009; Luescher & Shetty, 2013; Rink et al., 2009). These 

aspects and social capital indicators have been included in the conceptual model 

below (Figure 6).

 When studying resources in the context of urban shrinkage, we refer to the 

following social capital aspects: place attachment and trust. Place attachment, i.e., 

bonding that occurs between individuals and their environment (Scannell & 

Gifford, 2010), plays an important role in social capital (Bramley & Power, 2009; 

Forrest & Kearns, 2001) and social sustainability (Colantonio & Dixon, 2009; 

Hargreaves, 2004). In other words, the more people feel attached to a place, the 

more likely they will participate in activities for a common goal (Woolever, 1992). 

The extent to which social capital becomes mobilized is dependent on trustworthi-

ness in a society, which means that obligations will be repaid (Coleman, 1990). 

Trust is a factor impacting social sustainability (Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997) and 

refers to the extent to which people feel they can rely on other people (from family 

to strangers). 

14 Colantonio and Dixon (2009) divide social sustainability into 10 dimensions: demographic change 

(ageing, migration, and mobility); education and skills, sense of place, and culture; participation, 

empowerment, and access; social capital; social mixing and cohesion; and wellbeing, happiness, 

and quality of life. Together they use these elements to determine the state of social conditions in a 

community. In this chapter we focus on social capital, which also includes sense of place and culture, 

participation, empowerment, wellbeing, happiness, and quality of life. Other indicators were included 

in the local context and urban shrinkage indicators, see the conceptual framework in Figure 6.

15 We look at population decline, ageing, and economic transformation as a context of this study and 

explore how people experience this and how it impacts their social capital.

16 We look at history, geographical characteristics, national context, local policies, an regeneration 

strategies.
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We can speak of empowerment if individuals are empowered to the extent that 

they have a measure of control over the institutions and processes that directly 

affect their wellbeing (World Bank, 2012). Empowerment implies the widespread 

participation of citizens not only in electoral procedures but also in other areas of 

political activity. In the context of shrinkage, quality of life is changing or is 

threatened. In this respect citizens are expected to become active (Ročak et al., 

2016a) but at the same time the laws and policies regulating the area are inflexible. 

This makes it difficult for citizens to improvise and become creative (Faber & 

Oswalt, 2013). What kind of power do citizens have to initiate and conduct their 

activities? argues that citizens can participate on different levels from non- 

participation to full participation. In this spectrum activity is judged by the 

amount of power given to citizens to participate: from tokenism to decision- 

making (high power). 

Finally, participation in this study refers to people’s involvement in formal and 

informal17 networks (Bramley & Power, 2009). Participation is seen as a factor that 

17  Informal participation refers to social participation (without a ‘written contract’). Informal 

networks refer to unregulated exchanges among people. Formal networks often refer to 

associations with clearly defined structures, demonstrated by the belonging to or membership of 

an organization.

Figure 6  Conceptual model of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage
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can enable and facilitate sustainability (Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997). The premise 

is that if people participate, they will have a stronger connection with the 

community (Bramley & Power, 2009).

3.2.4 Shrinking cities and social sustainability: linking the debates
Urban shrinkage and social sustainability are relevant topics for the future 

development of many cities. The debates on shrinkage and sustainability show 

some parallels. For example, urban shrinkage and social sustainability can be 

called concepts in the making: there is no commonly accepted definition or 

consensus on what they are exactly and how they should be measured. Besides, 

both concepts are still undertheorized. Moreover, urban shrinkage and sustainability 

both indicate the need for a holistic perspective where not only physical but also 

relational and psychological aspects are important. 

 The social aspects of sustainability have been discussed as a solution for 

ecological sustainability (Putnam, 2000). Similarly, in the urban shrinkage 

discussion the social aspects have been proposed as being relevant to enabling 

quality of life in a shrinking city. Where government policies do not work social 

features are called upon to enable quality of life. This is especially true for 

initiatives at the local level. In both discussions where quality of life is under 

pressure attention turns to civil society. Activities in civil society have appeared to 

address the needs, challenges and opportunities of urban communities. They are 

often framed in terms of the sustainability of a community, with an emphasis on 

liveability and quality of life.

 And finally, both the discussions on urban shrinkage and social sustainability 

pay special attention to exploring conditions for future scenarios. Social 

sustainability is not only about societal qualities in the present, but also creating 

social structures that can guarantee these qualities for the coming generations 

(Faber & Oswalt, 2013). Likewise, in the shrinking cities debate a sustainable future 

is sought for the remaining residents in the city (Deng & Ma, 2015; Pallagst, 2010).

3.3 Methods and study setting

In this Section we first explore the methods used, which is followed by an introduction 

to the study setting.

3.3.1 Methods 
The main method of this research is a case study. The case study method was 

chosen because it facilitates the in-depth analysis of complex and relatively new 

phenomena such as urban shrinkage. The case study approach is also useful 
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because of the multidimensional and complex nature of urban shrinkage. The 

phenomenon is a result of multiple causes and can have different effects in every 

single case (Martinez-Fernandez & Wu, 2009), asking for a broad research perspective. 

 The city of Heerlen was chosen as a study area because it is the best-known 

shrinking city in the country. Heerlen has been shrinking since 1999 and is 

expected to continue to shrink in the future (Table 4). In addition, we are 

particularly interested in the area’s deindustrialization history. This trajectory of 

quick industrial and population growth followed by deindustrialization and 

urban shrinkage at the end of the 20th century is representative of many shrinking 

cities (Martinez-Fernandez & Wu, 2009). Finally, a medium-sized (Centraal Bureau 

voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2016; Giffinger et al., 2008) city was chosen. Detroit,  

with around 700 000 inhabitants, is possibly the best-known shrinking city in  

the world. However, shrinkage occurs in many more cities, most of which are 

medium-sized (Leetmaa et al., 2015). Such cities, or more precisely ‘towns’, are 

neglected in academic discourse on urban shrinkage although they form the 

majority of shrinking urban areas (Leetmaa et al., 2015). 

 Generally speaking, case study findings are more likely to be accurate if they 

are based on different sources of information (George & Bennett, 2005; Yin, 2007). 

Therefore, a data collection approach was employed, including a documentation 

study and interviews. A secondary analysis of official statistics (CBS, 2015) as well 

as available local data were used to identify the case (Baydar, 2012; Gemeente 

Heerlen, 2013, 2015a, 2015b; Provincie Limburg, 2006). Furthermore, information 

on local context and urban shrinkage indicators was collected through statistical 

reports (Baydar, 2012; CBS, 2015; Gemeente Heerlen, 2015a; Provincie Limburg, 

2006), historical documents (Peet, 2013; Rutten & Langeweg, 2013) and local policy 

documentation (Gemeente Heerlen, 2013; 2015b). As this research examines an 

emerging topic and the perspective of people, the perceptions of shrinkage and 

social capital; interviews were chosen as a data collection method. 

 In order to understand social capital, we looked at different stakeholders 

involved in social life (Aber & Yahagi, 2014; Hospers & Reverda, 2015; Ročak et al., 

2016a) by using the theoretical framework for analysing society in terms of state, 

market, and civil society18 (Reverda, 2004). Over the course of five months (from 

February to September 2015) 24 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

citizens, policy-makers, and entrepreneurs in Heerlen to capture their experience 

of urban shrinking and social capital. We focused on civil society19 in particular, 

expressed as citizens in this study. In other words, it is crucial to understand 

citizens’ perceptions to be able to answer the questions in this study and make 

18 The state is represented by policy-makers, the market by entrepreneurs and civil society by citizens.

19 Interviews were conducted with 18 citizens with different roles and demographic characteristics 

(four of whom were entrepreneurs) and six policy-makers (two of whom were citizens of Heerlen).
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statements about social capital in the context of shrinkage. As stated earlier, 

studies focusing on citizens in shrinking cities are quite rare. Moreover, citizens 

are directly involved in the shrinking city environment because this is where 

their everyday life takes place. They are thus the most significant stakeholders 

when it comes to exploring social capital. In addition, policy-makers and 

entrepreneurs were also interviewed. In other words, civic engagement occurs in 

the context of a city in which policy-makers and entrepreneurs play an important 

role, especially in shrinking cities due to the challenges they are confronted with 

(Ročak et al., 2016a). Empowerment, participation, and resources stand in relation 

to different stakeholders in society. 

 The research participants were identified using different approaches. We held 

interviews with purposively selected community members. Initially, we interviewed 

citizens with prominent roles in the city. We met with citizens who are described 

as community leaders in different fields (social security, entrepreneurs, politicians,  

and involved citizens) to obtain their views of the city, participation, and shrinkage 

issues. They are citizens active in various associations, followed by leaders of 

private enterprises and representatives from the municipality and political 

parties. Moreover, less active individuals were also included in the sample, thereby 

providing a comprehensive picture of the different stakeholders in the case study. 

Furthermore, by interviewing these groups, we aim to reflect the demographic 

(Dudwick et al., 2006) make-up of the city20. As a result, we reached a variety of 

stakeholders with different roles, which enabled us to gain explorative insight. 

 All interviews were performed as informal conversations with pre-determined 

discussion themes, which were developed on the basis of the theoretical 

background of our study (see Section 3.2). These include demographic data (such as 

gender, age, education, and work experience), the stakeholders’ views on shrinkage; 

their experience of local problems; their views on the community; their associations 

in the community; their motives for engagement; cooperation, trust, and 

accountability; power relations in the community; informal social networks and 

support. Although ideas to be explored in the interviews had been formulated 

during previous stages of the research, we wanted to avoid the pitfall of selecting 

field data to fit a preconception of the phenomena (Fielding & Fielding, 1986). 

Therefore, the interviews were semi-structured with an explorative character. 

This offered the opportunity to explore the theoretical concepts and delve more 

deeply into an individual’s answers (Bryman, 2012) ensuring both structure and 

space for individual experiences. The interviews lasted one to one and a half hours 

and took place in a suitable public place or at the interviewee’s home. All interviews 

were conducted by the same researcher (Maja Ročak).

20 With regard to age, gender, and socio economic status (based on income, education, and occupation).
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The interviews provided information that can be used to help explore the 

relationship between social capital and social sustainability in the context of 

urban shrinkage. The analysis, conducted with Atlas.ti software (ATLAS.ti Scientific 

Software Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany), followed four distinct steps: open 

coding, theoretical coding21, selective coding, and integration with theory 

(Starrin, Dahlgren, Larsson, & Styrborn, 1997). The deductive and inductive nature 

of the analysis enabled the theoretical concepts to be studied as well as additional 

concepts to be found during data analysis (Miles & Huberman, 2014). The analytical 

framework, comprising five main concepts (as presented in Section 3.2.3)—urban 

shrinkage, local context, resources, empowerment, and participation—was used 

for theoretical coding and integration with theory. During the analysis it became 

clear that some concepts, more specifically operationalised indicators of these 

concepts, are related to each other and as such are presented in Section 3.4, Results 

and Discussion.

 Several steps were taken to ensure the validity and reliability of the analysis 

and the results. First, all interviews were recorded and transcribed as rich text 

files. Second, two researchers were asked to validate the steps in coding and data 

analysis. Special attention was given to the codes that emerged from the open 

coding approach. Finally, the first author re-examined all the codes. The external 

researcher was consulted in case of doubt.

3.3.2 Study setting—Heerlen, The Netherlands
The setting of this study is the shrinking city of Heerlen, located in the south-east 

of the Netherlands (Figure 7). Heerlen has 87,796 inhabitants (Etil, 2012). It is 

located in the south of the Limburg region, far from the national centres of power. 

Moreover, it is close to the border with Germany and Belgium, which implies 

different policy systems and a diverse sociocultural environment. 

 Heerlen is well known by city planners and demographic researchers because 

of its explosive growth at the beginning of the 20th century and shrinkage at the 

end of the same century. Generally, shrinkage in the Netherlands is a rural rather 

than an urban phenomenon, with Heerlen, the centre of Parkstad Limburg, 

forming an exception in the southeast of the country (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015). 

Between 1999 and 2009, Heerlen lost 6% of its inhabitants. This development 

meant that Heerlen faced challenges related to rapid growth and is currently 

facing challenges related to shrinkage. These circumstances also imply social 

change: how social institutions are defined and how people form society. Moreover, 

the mines played a major role in the economic and social lives of the inhabitants 

of Heerlen. Closing the mines triggered shrinkage and has impacted the 

21 Based on the operationalization of concepts from Section 3.2.
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socioeconomic status of the city. This makes Heerlen an interesting place in which 

to explore social capital. 

 Southern Limburg has featured in several academic publications on the topic 

of urban shrinkage (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015; Hoekveld & Bontje, 2015; Verwest, 

2011). Most of these publications focus on strictly demographic developments in 

the region, spatial differentiation, and the policy implications of shrinkage. Urban 

shrinkage (in this case Heerlen), and in particular the social aspects have not yet 

received considerable academic attention.

Until the 1900s, when the exploitation of the local mines began, Heerlen was an 

agricultural village. Due to the development of the mining industry the whole 

region underwent rapid transformation. The main characteristics of this regional 

transition were economic prosperity and population growth (Hoekveld & Bontje, 

2015). Heerlen grew in population from round 7000 inhabitants at the beginning 

of the 20th century to almost 75,000 in 1970 (Latten & Musterd, 2009). The mines 

influenced the socio‐cultural and economic context of the city significantly 

through, for example, the organization of health care and social activities (Peet, 

2013). Mines provided for most of the needs of the workers and their families (ibid).

 Obviously, the economic development of Heerlen had an impact on the spatial 

organization of the city: urbanization and infrastructure were closely knit to the 

location of the mines (Rutten & Langeweg, 2013). Residential areas were constructed 

Figure 7  Location of Heerlen in The Netherlands

Limburg Region

Heerlen
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by the mining companies leading to a strong socio‐spatial dependency between 

the labour population and the mines (Peet, 2013). During this period, the Roman 

Catholic Church built strong ties with the mining companies and as such played 

an important role. The church and the mines shared the same interest: strong 

communities with obedient workers and social peace was very important 

(Hoekveld & Bontje, 2015; Peet, 2013). 

 The mining industry in Heerlen was terminated in 1965 by a decision of 

the Dutch government. This had serious consequences for Heerlen’s population 

development and socioeconomic situation (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015; Verwest, 

2011). In their heyday the mines employed 45,000 people directly and many more 

indirectly. Closures happened fast, but the mines’ socioeconomic impact was under  - 

estimated as unemployment rates became twice the national average. Heerlen 

attempted to develop other industries to replace the employment generated by 

the mines but these attempts failed to match the skills of the population.

 The first signs of population decline and selective out-migration began to be 

noticed around the 1990s and this trend is likely to continue in the future (Table 4).  

The factors influencing this development are not only economic and demographic, 

but also political and socio-cultural (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015). Shrinking has a 

selective character because of the brain drain of prosperous young people. 

Nevertheless, big differences within Heerlen can be observed: while some neigh-

bourhoods are growing, other neighbourhoods are seriously shrinking22 (Hoekveld  

& Bontje, 2015).

22  In four (out of twenty three) neighborhoods the population grew (Baydar, 2012).

Table 4  Population prognosis for Heerlen (2000–2040). 

Age Year

2000 2015 2040

0-19 20 318 15 862 11 784

20-64 58 860 53 304 37 121

65+ 15 969 18 631 24 318

Total 95 147 87 796 73 222

(Source: Etil, 2012)



79

SEARCHING FOR SOCIAL SUSTAINABILITY

3

Currently, Heerlen is a city with a low socioeconomic status, which means there 

are a large number of recipients of welfare provisions. In the annual Dutch 

statistics book, which compares the largest municipalities, Heerlen was compared 

with 49 other large municipalities in the Netherlands (Marlet & Van Woerkens, 

2015). It shows that unemployment and poverty are higher than the national 

average. Additionally, Heerlen scores low on residential attractiveness (45th place 

out of 50) and in socioeconomic terms (44th place out of 50). It has a less highly 

educated labour force and a more deprived population, with more one-parent 

families and more people who are unable to work. Its poverty rate is higher than 

the national average (Marlet & Van Woerkens, 2015).

 To enable a smooth transition from the mining era, to improve quality of life, 

and find a new identity for the city, many regeneration projects were and still are 

being conducted (Gemeente Heerlen, 2015b). After the closure of the mines the 

region wanted to start with a clean slate and transform from a black (mining) 

region to a green (park) city region Parkstad (Peet, 2013) with Heerlen as its centre. 

Mines were demolished to make way for abundant green areas. Heerlen is currently 

investing in different regeneration strategies aimed at maintaining or improving 

quality of life, economic performance, and sociocultural development (Gemeente 

Heerlen, 2015b).

3.4  Results and discussion

This study identifies three relevant indicators of social capital in shrinking cities, 

giving special attention to the experiences of citizens, analysed in the context of 

the Dutch shrinking city of Heerlen. The results reveal the prominence of three 

interrelated issues: the role of the local culture in all three social capital indicators; 

the lack of trust between citizens and politicians, and subjective experiences of 

urban shrinkage. In the following paragraphs we describe the main results of this 

study and compare them with the literature. If necessary, relevant quotes23 from 

respondents are used to illustrate the results. 

3.4.1 Shrinking city: A place called home with a bad image
Shrinking cities have limited economic, spatial, and natural resources (Pallagst et 

al., 2009). In this situation resources in the community or social resources, such as 

place attachment and trust, are deemed valuable for maintaining quality of life in 

the area. The idea is that it has a positive impact on social sustainability. Our 

23 If deemed necessary, through the thesis relevant quotes from the interviewees are used to 

illustrate the results and are not meant to be generalisable. To guarantee anonymity, names of the 

interviewees have been changed.
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interviewees, all of whom are inhabitants of Heerlen, experience strong place 

attachment with Heerlen. This is primarily based on family relations and 

familiarity with the environment. Jenny (22) describes it as follows: “I think Heerlen 

is a nice city to live in, but that’s maybe also because my whole family lives here. So I have a 

strong bond with Heerlen.”

 The immediate living environment of the informants is often characterized 

as pleasant despite signs of shrinkage in (other) parts of the city. Place attachment 

can be seen as a resource of the shrinking city of Heerlen: citizens feel attached to 

their city and do not question this attachment. However, Heerlen’s negative image 

may be a threat to place attachment. All interviewees recognize that Heerlen has 

a bad image in the rest of the country.

 They understand where this bad image comes from but do not necessarily 

agree with it, pointing out things that are nice about Heerlen. Ingrid (37) describes 

this very well when she says: “[In Heerlen] you have to look through the ugly façade. (. . .) It 

has a bad image, I do understand that. If you look around there are rarely nice things”.

 Negative image plays a role in how people experience a city. Molotch, 

Freudenburg, and Paulsen (2000), argue that shrinking cities have to deal with 

mental and psychological consequences. Similarly, Hospers (2010) refers to this 

with the term mindware: an image of a shrinking area. He argues that it can 

impact the willingness of people to settle in the area, but also people might be 

more inclined to leave an area with a bad image (Hospers, 2014). Although the 

interviewees are satisfied with living in Heerlen, they are all aware of the 

problematic image outsiders have of Heerlen, and can name the reasons. Hospers 

(2014) points out that people might start to feel inferior to people living in thriving 

areas, which can discourage local empowerment.

 Culture and image can play a central role in regeneration policy (Cunning-

ham-Sabot & Roth, 2014). To improve the image and vitality of Heerlen, many 

cultural events are organized that can contribute to the sustainable development 

of a shrinking city (Aber, 2006). However, a large number of people have mixed 

feelings about such projects, especially when they are long-lasting and expensive. 

They simultaneously mention the desirable and undesirable effects of this approach: 

it is good that something is being done to improve the image and quality of life in 

the city, but they are not quite sure whether it will work. At the same time, many 

big government-initiated projects are criticized because of a lack of information, 

a top-down approach, and a lack of transparency. Often, the connection to ‘common 

people’ is overlooked, as Melanie (24, entrepreneur) describes:
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“I see IBA24as another party for the already accomplished people. They often are men over  

40 who have already reached a certain position. There is little scope for a citizens’ initiative.  

I know from experience that if a citizen has a good idea, it is dismissed. So what they’re  

doing to solve problems is working with large companies, as a result of which employment 

might be created. But that means that citizens have no ownership in this IBA project and  

I think this is really bad. But if we wouldn’t have such projects, I think we would be completely 

lost as a city.”

This was also expressed by Geert (68): “I notice also with the municipality and policy that 

every time it is a challenge how you connect those two. People just couldn’t care less about the 

macro-level of growth or development directions. Instead, people are bothered about the social 

category of people living in their street and their acquaintances in the neighbourhood. So not 

with the big blah blah stories. That’s something for the hotshots.”

Major cultural projects such as IBA are often used to attract media attention and 

tourism. Yet, as noted by our interviewees, their use could be improved by raising 

community involvement and empowerment. This is in line with Safford (2004), 

who, in his study on civic infrastructure and mobilization in economic crisis, 

emphasizes the importance of organizations and projects connecting the actors 

that are not otherwise connected. Big projects should not be about creating a 

flagship infrastructure or attracting the creative class, but about creating support 

networks to encourage entrepreneurialism and risk, to build trust and reinforce 

local identity (Aber & Yahagi, 2014; Sniekers & Ročak, 2015). Only in this way can 

these projects really contribute to the social sustainability of a city. Otherwise 

there is a danger that people do not feel involved, as recognized by our interviewees. 

This result is in line with the findings reported by Sniekers and Ročak (2015) and 

Aber and Yahagi (2014), who stress the importance of involving all types of citizens 

in big projects. It is important to understand and recognize the value of the 

involvement of diverse stakeholders, primarily citizens.

3.4.2 Trust in people but not in power
Trust between different societal groups is seen as the cement of society. It refers to 

the extent to which people feel they can rely on other people. The citizens in 

Heerlen we interviewed stated that many projects and much of the work of the 

municipality seem far removed from their daily lives. Using such examples to 

24 IBA (Internationale Bau Ausstellung) Parkstad is a project initiated for the transformation of the 

Parkstad area (with Heerlen at its centre). It deals with transformation in a physical sense but also 

addresses transition in thinking and entrepreneurship. Everyone is invited to participate with 

project ideas (organizations and citizens), while the best ideas are rewarded with financial support 

(IBA Parkstad, 2015).



82

CHAPTER 3

illustrate a general feeling they have, many interviewees stated that they have low 

trust in institutions of power.

 According to a study by Schmeets and Arts (2010), trust in Limburg, the 

province in which Heerlen is located, is lower than in other regions in the 

Netherlands. More specifically, Limburg scores lower on all types of trust: both 

trust between citizens and trust in institutions of power (Schmeets & Arts, 2010). 

Interviewees often named the municipal administration as an institution that 

should not be trusted. The complexity of the relationship between citizens and the 

municipality of Heerlen is reflected in the following quotations:

“And at the same time you can notice citizens are not trusted (. . .) They are forgotten.” (Geert, 68)

“People are not proactive. They primarily react to the actions of the government or municipality, 

housing corporation, or police. People are inclined to pass the bill to the municipality (. . .) 

exceptions excluded (. . .). That is something that we want, citizens who take responsibility.” 

(Thijs, 47, public servant)

Another aspect impacting on trust among the actors in this case study is the fact 

that citizens are disturbed by the many rules imposed by the municipality on 

citizens’ initiatives. Geert and Frank, for example, mention how they struggle to 

find ways of coping with all these rules:

“(. . .) If my neighbour asks me if I can take her to hospital because she fell down the stairs, I can 

ask my other neighbour to take care of my children briefly, right? But my neighbour first has 

to undergo a criminal records check.” (Geert, 68)

“(. . .) Neighbourhood residents have organized a cooking club in which clients of Radar25 and 

locals take part. They cook and eat together on the premises. But then you see how many rules 

there are like hygiene and safety. When an initiative has been developed, you would think it 

should be stimulated, but then there are so many rules.” (Frank, 60, social worker)

People are very distrustful of the system as a whole, but they have a better opinion 

of the individual public servants, as Geert (68) describes:

“ . . . if I need to do something with an individual public servant, I always see hard-working, 

well-meaning people. I get along well with them.”

25 Radar is a local organization that works with people with disabilities.
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Trust among co-residents appears to be strong. In general, all interviewees stated 

that they trust their co-residents unless there is proof to the contrary. This view is 

limited to the immediate living area: the neighbourhood or even just the street. 

Results related to trust, as mentioned above, have a direct link with empowerment. 

Most of the interviewees feel that the municipality cannot be trusted as it does not 

do much with their input. In other words, they do not have a voice that is listened 

to and therefore cannot initiate changes in their immediate environment. One 

interviewee states: “I think that you may try to signal things, but I don’t believe that you 

really have a say in it.” (Amber, 68)

Informants have the feeling that decisions have been made for them and that they 

are not properly informed. At the same time, a large majority of the interviewees 

indicated that the municipality is the first party responsible for responding to the 

main problems in the city. Most of the professionals we spoke to see this as a fact: 

citizens turn to the municipality quickly, therefore their own initiative is low. 

Furthermore, the municipality cannot do anything right: it is the scapegoat, no 

matter what it undertakes. This is well expressed in the following quote:

“If you want to activate people, get them to think along with you, get them to do something. 

Now it’s just a game of wait and see: will you come up with a plan? Preferably they want to get 

the plan and then nag and complain.” (Koen, 55, public servant)

Low trust in institutions of power and low empowerment in this case can be linked 

to the traditional culture in this particular local context. Tradition is a central 

theme based on the results related to empowerment and trust. The interviewees 

regard the city’s tradition as an important factor in the development of Heerlen. 

According to many of our interviewees, the current situation in the city relates 

directly to its mining history: miners were expected to obey the rules and these 

attitudes of disempowerment and low entrepreneurship are still present.

“People were always supported by the church and the mines, everything was organized for 

them, neighbourhoods were built for them, weekends were filled in, their whole cultural life, 

everything was done, and suddenly the church and the mines were gone. (. . .) In the past we 

had a triangle of government, the church and the mines that organized everything. In 

particular the church and the mines as the biggest employers determined most things and the 

government (municipality) followed, because it was good anyway.” (Koen, 55, public servant)

Tradition plays a big role in how local society is organized and how responsibilities 

are divided. The identity of Heerlen’s inhabitants is rooted in the church and the 

mines (Peet, 2013). In Heerlen, rapid industrialization meant that people’s lives 
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were organized around the mines, which, for example, organized economic 

support, social activities, and housing. The mines worked together with the 

Catholic Church and encouraged well-behaved citizens who would not complain 

too much. The credo was: as long as you work in the mines, don’t worry about other 

things, you will be taken care of (Peet, 2013). Such an attitude, it can be argued, 

caused dependency and lower entrepreneurship among people. Hence, it is not 

very likely that individuals are or feel empowered enough to actively participate. 

Considering the fact that shrinkage is occurring in many old industrial cities in 

Northern Europe with a generally low socioeconomic status, and at the same time 

a lot is demanded from citizens in these cities, there may be a discrepancy between 

policy-makers’ expectations and people’s level of empowerment. In this respect, 

Hospers and Reverda (2015) make a distinction between traditional and modern 

regions. They claim that shrinking areas are traditional and the modernization of 

society is a solution for quality of life. Here, a focus on the future is crucial, while 

the main question is how to use social capital to transform an area from a 

traditional into a modern place, i.e., from a shrinking city into a socially sustainable 

city.

 We argue that empowerment and trust enable participation. In the case of the 

shrinking city of Heerlen both empowerment and trust are limited, which impacts 

the way people become organized. Feeling left out and not trusted impacts the 

motivation to do something in a formal manner. Empowering and involving 

citizens is not only desirable (for example, citizens taking over services maintaining 

quality of life or involvement as a key factor and obtaining acceptance of unpopular 

decisions) but also necessary (citizens have the required knowledge to make these 

decisions) (Hospers, 2014).

 Building mutual trust and looking for new ways to cooperate is even more 

essential in the situation of urban shrinkage. A workable model of community 

governance is needed to ensure the sustainability of shrinking cities. This means 

that community organizations need to be composed of a variety of stakeholders 

(Aber & Yahagi, 2014). Therefore it is vital to share responsibilities, especially in 

the situation of shrinkage: politicians need to give power to citizens—empower 

them—but citizens equally need to claim that power. Citizen empowerment could 

therefore directly contribute to the social sustainability of the city. However, this 

is more difficult in Heerlen due to a local culture of obedience and a lack of entre-

preneurship.

3.4.3 Active but not formal
In the situation of shrinkage, it is usually argued that participation is relevant for 

maintaining quality of life in an area. The idea is that participation can play an 

important role in supporting living functions (Faber & Oswalt, 2013; A. Haase et 
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al., 2012; Hannemann, 2006). However, the low socioeconomic status of inhabitants 

and demotivation caused by the many problems of shrinkage can have a negative 

impact on participation (Hospers, 2014; Ročak et al., 2016a). 

 Feeling disempowered and distrustful towards institutions of power fails to 

facilitate citizen participation. People in Heerlen, exceptions excluded, feel they 

do not really have a voice, therefore they do not (want to) do anything. In other 

words, feeling left out impacts their formal participation by making it low. This is 

in line with the study by Schmeets and Arts (2010) who found that Heerlen ranks 

tenth among the top 25 municipalities in the Netherlands with the least volunteers. 

Moreover, Heerlen shows the lowest voter turnout at national elections (67.4%) 

(Schmeets & Arts, 2010). 

 Many problems are experienced when it comes to formal participation (for 

example: complex rules and disinterest on the part of the municipality). At the 

same time, the laws and policies regulating the area are inflexible, which makes it 

difficult for citizens to improvise and become creative (Boonstra & Boelens, 2011; 

Faber & Oswalt, 2013). We looked at formal and informal participation. It should 

be noted that the definition of formal and informal was not so straightforward for 

the interviewees. Many people define their own activity as something you just do. 

Elle, for example, voluntarily coordinates a food distribution project but does not 

personally define this as being active.

“Because . . . someone has to help them. It also gives a good feeling when you help people, most 

of the time it’s a nice thing to do.” (Elle, 24)

Although, as mentioned above, our interviewees were not involved in large 

regeneration projects, at the same time people are (very) active in their own 

informal networks; this is driven by intrinsic motivation:

“It’s something in me, she needs someone who is nice to her, to see her and give a little guidance. 

She has a son and he’s very busy, so I thought it’s nice to do this, that’s why I do it. It’s not really 

a motivation, it’s more like something . . . that I feel.” (Amber, 68)

People are intrinsically motivated to do a lot in their immediate living environment 

because they feel they have to. Calling people inactive does not do justice to the 

amount they do in their community. Recognizing informal activities in daily life 

as useful could improve people’s general level of empowerment and activity 

(Sniekers & Ročak, 2015).

Interviewees say they do not have time for organized participation activities. They 

are also concerned about the image of bureaucracy:
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“I’m also not involved in the neighbourhood council or anything like that. I think that all those 

things take up a lot of time. I’m just not open to anything like that right now, no. Perhaps one 

day, but . . . I’m also not that interested in political events, and the game of politics. When 

trying to visualize what it’s like, I see myself in never-ending meetings, where no one really 

listens to each other, and then I don’t know whether that’s where I would belong, if I would feel 

comfortable there.” (Ingrid, 37)

We observed that all informants are active in informal networks at the local level. 

At the same time one group was also actively involved in formal activities. This 

relates to a difference in socio economic status. People with a low socioeconomic 

status mostly participate informally. Even if their participation could be defined 

as formal, they do not define it as such themselves. On the other hand, people with 

a higher socioeconomic status are more capable of finding the resources: they are 

more familiar with the public administration vocabulary.

“I know what I’m doing, I can compose letters and I can make a phone call if something 

happened to the old policy that I would be completely against. I would definitely say something.” 

(Kees, 85)

A low socioeconomic status and demotivation can have a negative impact on 

people’s level of participation. This can be observed in Heerlen, where citizens 

generally do not engage in formal activities. Moreover, if engaged in formal 

activities these individuals have a higher status (and thus stronger cultural capital 

(Bourdieu, 1985) and can circumvent the rules and know how to access key people 

and resources. Almost none of the citizens we interviewed connect their activity to 

urban shrinkage. For most people activity is triggered by immediate needs in their 

personal network. These activities are small in scale. Ročak, et al. (2016a) offer 

scenarios of civic action in the context of urban shrinkage placed on a continuum 

ranging from increased civic action, decreased civic action, or no change in civic 

action. If placed on this continuum we could argue that the civic action in Heerlen 

is business as usual because people do not really experience shrinkage. Therefore, 

their participation is not triggered by shrinkage. It can thus be concluded that we 

cannot (only) rely on civic action if cities want to resolve their shrinkage problems. 

Maintaining quality of life and enabling social sustainability in shrinking cities is 

not necessarily a matter of civic action.

3.4.4 Shrinkage: Between concept and reality
In this research we focused on citizens’ experience of shrinkage. In the case of 

Heerlen, it can be observed that most do not see it as something that has a direct 

impact on their life. When specifically asked to define it, interviewees referred to 
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ageing and vacancy26. Although they do notice shrinkage, they do not attach great 

importance to it.

One of the interviewees put it simply: “You don’t really notice it if you walk along the 

street, stones don’t lie differently because of shrinkage. (In Heerlen) . . . if you go to the centre, 

you do see a lot of vacant properties.” (Jenny, 22)

This is in line with the study conducted by Sniekers and Ročak (2015), who found 

that shrinkage does not make a difference in people’s daily lives. Furthermore, in 

their study on experiences of rural shrinkage Elshof and Bailey (2015) concluded 

that despite the losses experienced, people are happy to live in their shrinking 

village. The difference, we argue, with urban shrinkage is that people here do not 

notice the disappearance of services that much. In an urban area such as Heerlen, 

a relatively large number of services are still available. In this respect shrinkage is 

something abstract people are aware of, mostly from the newspapers and policy 

discussions, but it is not viewed as something that is close to their daily life.

Only one interviewee said she notices shrinkage in her daily life. She referred to 

shrinkage as directly affecting her family life:

“Indeed you notice shrinkage: everything here is organized for the elderly (. . .) a lot of schools 

are closing. (. . .) My daughter is going to school in two years. I hate to think about it.” (Elle, 24)

Furthermore, public servants recognize shrinkage as a problem and feel obliged to 

develop strategies to tackle urban shrinkage.

“(Shrinkage) . . . we’ll really have trouble with it. What we clearly see is that schoolsand 

associations are getting smaller. (. . .) In the past every small community had its own football 

club, brass band, community centre, that is not possible any more. It’s too expensive, but they’re 

also not being used anymore, you can see that a lot of small football clubs are not there 

anymore. They are merging, those are all signals. Fewer people live here. What you also see is 

that the housing market is does not meet the applicable requirements.” (Thijs, 47, public 

servant)

“Shrinkage (. . .) means that there is a chance to adjust the bad facilities and replace them with 

something better.” (Kees, 55, public servant)

26  In the words of our interviewees: many old people on the street, empty shops in the city center, 

empty homes in certain neighborhoods, etc.



88

CHAPTER 3

While citizens see their environment from the perspective of their daily lives, 

public servants view this from a municipal perspective. Therefore, the issues 

(shrinkage) are perceived differently. It can be argued that shrinkage is not really 

an issue for citizens; it is rather owned by public servants. With regard to the 

experience of urban shrinkage, differences can be observed between neighbourhoods. 

Hoekveld and Bontje (2015) point out that in the South Limburg region (and 

therefore also in Heerlen) the local (village) identity still plays an important role. 

All interviewees mention this as very relevant: while some neighbourhoods  

are well organized (and often have a rather high socioeconomic status), other 

neighbourhoods are struggling, for example, with shrinkage problems and a low 

socioeconomic status (Baydar, 2012). Equally, the clustering of neighbourhood 

problems can be observed. This is in line with studies that report segregation is a 

big issue for shrinking cities, leaving winners and losers between neighbourhoods 

(Hollander, 2013; Strohmeier & Bader, 2004).

3.5 Concluding remarks

While a lot of the world’s cities are growing, many are facing urban shrinkage. 

According to demographic forecasts, this trend is likely to continue. To create 

sustainable shrinking cities, we need not only spatial and ecological knowledge, 

but also insight into the social aspects of the shrinking cities phenomenon in 

order to understand the complexity of urban shrinkage and improve suitable 

policy responses. This could lead to more social sustainability in shrinking cities. 

 In this chapter we have explored social capital and social sustainability in 

the context of urban shrinkage. We have mapped out the development of social 

capital in the context of shrinkage and its implications for social sustainability. 

The literature review revealed that social capital is often called upon as a resource  

in shrinking cities. It was not perceived as a solution for sustainable development 

but rather as a contributing factor that can be used in the social sustainability 

discussion. 

 Using data from the case study in the shrinking city of Heerlen, we examined 

social capital indicators in the context of urban shrinkage: resources, empowerment, 

and participation. The explorative nature of this study does not provide generalizable 

statements. However, the findings shed light on the research questions: (1) How do 

inhabitants of shrinking cities experience shrinkage and how is this connected to 

their social capital? and (2) How does social capital in shrinking cities influence 

social sustainability? We found that social sustainability can be facilitated by 

social capital, but that internal and external drivers can make this challenging. In 

shrinking cities capital resources can be under pressure due to internal drivers 
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(e.g., low socioeconomic status restricting formal participation) and external 

drivers such as shrinkage and the local context. For example, place attachment 

can be viewed as a resource but it is challenged by a negative image caused by 

shrinkage. In particular, too much traditionalism linked to the local context can 

be viewed as a threat to social sustainability. Moreover, the experience of shrinkage 

of the inhabitants in our case study area turned out to be limited. Obviously, these 

subjective experiences play a role in how citizens respond to the outcomes of 

shrinkage and become active. Experiences of urban shrinkage can trigger citizens’ 

responses only if they are connected to their immediate living environment, i.e., 

the place of their daily life. At the same time, shrinkage is recognized by 

policy-makers who feel responsible for dealing with it. This difference in perception 

is an important notion that should be taken into account in the shrinkage debate. 

Finally, the results show that we cannot talk about social sustainability in the 

context of shrinkage without including various stakeholders, in particular politics 

and civil society. Low trust between these stakeholders results in low citizen 

empowerment and low citizen participation in formal activities. 

 Urban shrinkage calls for new arrangements in society: new roles and new 

coalitions between societal stakeholders. Social capital, as a pillar of sustainable 

development, needs to be part of the programs and strategies for the renewal of 

shrinking cities, in partnership with local institutions (Aber & Yahagi, 2014; 

Pallagst et al., 2014). However, in order for social capital to contribute to social 

sustainability some requirements must be met: building mutual trust and 

empowering citizens, as well as redefining participation (for example, acknowledging 

the value of informal participation).

 The overall design of this study could serve as a starting point for instrument 

development aimed at other urban shrinking contexts. A main feature of our 

design is that it incorporates different concepts linked to social capital theory 

while leaving room for inductively finding other concepts. Yet, an additional 

literature search into specific local shrinkage aspects in other contexts is necessary, 

which means the design would need to be adjusted accordingly. It is clear that 

more work needs to be done on the measurement and analysis of social capital and 

its relationship with urban shrinkage. In short, this study provides some new 

insights but there are still many questions that remain unanswered. In particular, 

the mechanisms behind social capital in the context of urban shrinkage should be 

researched further. Developing the research agenda in this direction would be of 

great interest to the academic community as well as policy-makers who face the 

challenge of facilitating the socially sustainable future of shrinking cities.



Clémentine Schneidermann
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Abstract 

This chapter explores social capital in the shrinking old industrial area of Blaenau 

Gwent, Wales. The results indicate that economic change has impacted the social 

capital in unfavourable ways, leading to mistrust, a negative image of the area, low 

empowerment and low participation. Tradition appears to have played a strong role 

in disabling the transformation of the area, but new paths for social development 

are emerging slowly. Changes in social capital can be observed through the actions 

of entrepreneurs. Finally, trust between actors and flexibility in handling available 

resources are identified as key requirements for social transformation.
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4.1 Introduction

Over the last decade, we have witnessed increasing academic interest in shrinking 

cities. Urban shrinkage is a phenomenon whereby an urban area experiences a 

population decline combined with economic transformation (Hoekveld, 2014a; 

Ročak et al., 2016b). Urban shrinkage is a multidimensional process with multi-

dimensional effects on the economy, demography, geography, and social and physical 

aspects of a city (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012a; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). 

Urban shrinkage occurs relatively frequently during European urban development: 

20% of European cities experienced shrinkage from 1990 to 2010, and many are 

still shrinking (Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Most of these cities can be found in old 

industrial areas (OIAs)27. These areas developed rapidly in the 19th and 20th 

centuries, mainly based on the presence of raw materials. Growth of industry was 

accompanied by population growth (Birch, MacKinnon, & Cumbers, 2010; Hassink 

& Shin, 2005). Similarly, deindustrialisation and shrinkage went hand in hand.

 Although numerous studies have investigated urban shrinkage and its impact, 

academic interest often focuses on state actors, such as public authorities, regional 

policymakers and local government officials. In this context, the topics of governance 

and economic and spatial transformation have received considerable attention 

(Pallagst et al., 2009; Pallagst, 2010; Rink, et al., 2009; Wiechmann & Pallagst, 

2012; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). In state-led analyses, emphasis is often placed on 

economic capital and path-dependent processes impacting the economy.

 The events of shrinkage are embedded in historical and local context and are 

related to economic and demographic developments. Various parties play a role 

here – not only state actors but also civil society – representing meaningful social 

structures. Both types of actors tend to inherit the legacy of their past, resulting in 

path dependency, the long-term developmental pathway of institutional arrangements 

shaped and adapted by collective actors (Magnusson & Ottosson, 2009).

 To date, civil society – the people living and working in an area who hold 

patterns of beliefs and behaviours passed from generation to generation – has 

received limited attention in discussions about urban shrinkage. In this chapter, 

we argue that a better understanding of civil society operationalised as social 

capital, is fundamental for understanding developments in shrinking OIAs. We 

use the following indicators of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage: 

resources, participation and empowerment.

27 In this chapter, we use the body of literature referring to old industrial areas (OIAs), which is 

considered relevant for our analysis. However, in our case study, we focus on small urban centres in 

an old industrial area and not on the entire region (or a generally abstract notion of OIA) because 

we want to stay as close to the world of the people as possible. Therefore, we analysed small centres 

where daily life takes place and with which they identify.
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This chapter aims to provide a better understanding of the ways in which civil 

society, i.e., people in an area, experience shrinkage and see the dynamics of social 

capital in shrinking OIAs. Therefore, the main research question in this chapter is 

as follows: What are the implications of urban shrinkage in an OIA for social 

capital? Answering this question will enable further exploration of the social 

transformation28 in this area.

 Set against this background, this chapter aims to explore social capital in the 

context of OIAs – more specifically, a shrinking medium-sized29 post-industrial 

urban area. A case study approach based on theoretical reflection and empirical 

contributions from semi-structured interviews was chosen to answer this 

question. The existing literature on OIAs faced with urban shrinkage tends to be 

biased toward well-known examples.

 Therefore, case studies of little-known areas could help develop the theory 

(Benneworth, 2003). Europe is dominated by small- and medium-sized cities, 

which are underrepresented in urban shrinkage debates (Leetmaa et al., 2015; 

Ročak et al., 2016b; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Therefore, the shrinking OIA of 

Blaenau Gwent in Wales was identified as one such case as a little-known shrinking 

medium-sized area. As such it could provide valuable insights for many ‘ordinary’ 

(Amin & Graham, 1997) areas in Europe that are faced with urban shrinkage. One 

could argue that the socio-economic indicators of this area paint a gloomy picture. 

Once a thriving area that built the world with its steelworks, Blaenau Gwent now 

faces multiple forms of deprivation. Studying social capital could add to a more 

thorough understanding of the situation in such areas. Moreover, medium-sized 

shrinking urban areas are reliant upon the public sector to support their continued 

development. However, urban shrinkage presents a problem for public administration 

to inform appropriate policy responses, and studying a typical example might 

enable identification of trends that are of more general relevance.

 The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. The theoretical Section 

of the study identifies and operationalises the main concept of social capital in the 

specific context of urban shrinkage and OIAs. Based on empirical evidence, the 

chapter presents an in-depth analysis of the experiences of shrinkage of the people 

in the area and the following social capital indicators: resources, participation and 

empowerment. The conclusion highlights important path-dependent processes 

that impacted people’s experiences of shrinkage.

28  We define social transformation as any significant change over time in behaviour patterns and 

cultural values and norms.

29  The meaning of ‘medium-sized’ depends on the scale one uses (as discussed in Section 1.4.3.1). The 

spatial demarcation of the case study is based on LAU level 1.
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4.2   Local paths of urban shrinkage in old industrial areas: 
relevance of social capital

The relationship between economic and demographic change is a key point in 

urban shrinkage debates (Hoekveld, 2014a; Lang, 2012). In definitions of shrinkage, 

the most widely recognised indicator is population decline followed by economic 

transformation, expressed primarily in an economic downturn. These two indicators 

correspond to the current developments of many OIAs. In the globalisation process, 

these areas have been outcompeted by areas with stronger ‘knowledge economies’: 

more successful areas that have managed to transform from industrial (modern) 

to post-industrial (post-modern) societies (Bell, 1974). Today, these OIAs are often 

characterised by disadvantage, orientation to the past and a strong (industrial) 

identity (Greco & Di Fabbio, 2014; Martin & Sunley, 2006).

 The developments in OIAs have been regularly explored with the concept of 

path dependency (Grabher, 1993; Hassink & Shin, 2005; Hodson, 2008). Path 

dependency provides a useful background to examine social capital and transition 

processes. In fact, many crucial social phenomena can be adequately explained 

entirely in terms of path dependence (Mahoney, 2000). It refers to the long-term 

developmental pathway of complex institutional arrangements shaped and then 

further adapted by collective actors (Magnusson & Ottosson, 2009). As such, path 

dependence represents a framework through which to examine processes of 

transition. Industrial development shaped the current situation in shrinking 

urban areas, which are nowadays characterised by disadvantage, orientation to 

the past, and strong (industrial) identity (Martin & Sunley, 2006). In this respect, 

the phenomenon of urban shrinkage cannot be analysed without attention to 

specific relevant local factors and path-dependent processes (Prada-Trigo, 2014).

 Likewise, path dependence in shrinking cities is seen as problematic and local 

governments are looking for strategies to fight it (Prada-Trigo, 2014). These issues 

have been analysed from a predominantly economic point of view (Birch et al., 

2010; Hassink & Shin, 2005). However, alongside such economic analysis, path 

dependency can shed light on social dynamics, involving social interactions 

among different actors. Institutions, both formal (such as official organisations 

and state-enforced rules) and informal (such as routines, conventions, and 

traditions) tend to inherit the legacy of their past and are well-known to change 

slowly over time (Martin & Sunley, 2006). Moreover, it is argued that the ‘real 

communities’ are very much sensitive to path dependency and context specificity 

(Moulaert, Martinelli, González, & Swyngedouw, 2007).

 The concept of path dependency is closely tied to the notion of lock-in. Lock-in 

refers to the self-reinforcing process of collective behaviour by which an economic 

system converges to a history-dependent equilibrium state from which it cannot 
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escape (Greco & Di Fabbio, 2014). Once in a state of lock-in, stagnation occurs until an 

exogenous disturbance moves the system onto another path (Martin & Sunley, 2006).

 For instance, cognitive lock-in refers to the value system of a community 

where people share the same mind-set toward industrial production as a source of 

employment and relative wealth. Cognitive lock-in represents the emergence of a 

specific common worldview among actors, as grasped in the concepts of ‘traditional 

society’ (Hospers & Reverda, 2015) or ‘ethno regions’ (Reverda, 2004), and refers to 

strong developmental paths and orientation to the past in which inhabitants have 

special bonds with values, norms, traditions and interaction networks that limit 

diversity and distinguish an area from others. This orientation to the past 

(traditionalism) limits the transformational capacity of an area (Bell, 1974).

 Yet, limited attention has been paid to civil society in the path dependency 

literature. Putnam (1993) argues that context and history profoundly condition 

the effectiveness of institutions. Moreover, areas perform better if there is sufficient 

social capital (Putnam, 1993, 2000). A relationship may also exist between social 

capital and shrinkage in an OIA. In this respect, social capital can impact the 

functioning of an area and vice versa and should thus be investigated.

 Another relevant aspect of the development of OIAs is regional migration, 

in particular brain drain. Studies have found that human capital stimulates regional 

development (Moretti, 2004; Storper & Scott, 2009). Given the positive relationship 

between human capital and regional economic growth, increasing the educational 

level of the population is an important goal of regional policy-makers (Venhorst, 

van Dijkand, & van Wissen, 2010). However, human capital is mobile (Faggian & 

McCann, 2009; Venhorst et al., 2010). Out-migration in shrinking OIAs can be 

problematic. In particular, talented young people tend to leave shrinking areas 

(Reverda & Ročak, 2011; Stryjakiewicz et al., 2012) which results in leaving the 

more disadvantaged population behind. Especially, university graduates are very 

mobile (Faggian and McCann, 2009; Venhorst et al., 2010). They have invested time 

and resources in studying at a higher-education institute. For them, spatial 

mobility may be necessary to find work as the job vacancies for higher-educated 

people in shrinking areas are scarce. In this respect, due to out-migration of 

particularly highly educated talented people, the social capital of an area is 

weakened (Ročak et al., 2016a). Moreover, it can be argued that young people can 

add to breaking the established (old) paths, and this is weakened by their 

out-migration.

4.2.1 Social capital
Critical role of sociocultural aspects for regional development has been extensively 

discussed (Hassink & Shin, 2005; Hoekveld, 2014a; Hudson, 2005; Martin & Sunley, 

2006). Several concepts have been developed in order to grasp this role. One of 
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these concepts is social capital. The concept of social capital has received significant 

attention in the social sciences (Portes, 1998). Sociologists, political scientists and 

economists have applied the concept of social capital to answer a broad range of 

often interdisciplinary questions in their fields. Many notions are brought under 

the concept of social capital, including informal organisation, trust, (local) culture, 

social support, social resources, and social networks (Adler & Kwon, 2002; Huber, 

2009; World Bank, 2002). As such, it is multi-facetted concept with different inter-

pretations and applications (Portes, 1998). We do not aim to give complete review 

of the vast body of literature on social capital but aim to provide an outline in 

order to set the scene for studying shrinking cities.

 Social capital is expressed in different types of trust-based cooperation’s and 

networks and, as such, explains the benefits that people can accrue when inter- 

acting and working together in social networks (Baldwin & King, 2017). This collective 

action contributes to the economic and political performance of regions (Putnam, 

1993).

 Although the literature largely focuses on the positive aspects of social capital, 

disadvantages can outweigh the benefits in certain cases. Putnam (2000) 

distinguishes between two distinct forms of social capital: bonding and bridging. 

Bridging social capital refers to the ties between individuals or groups with 

different backgrounds who are working toward the same goal. Bonding social 

capital is often parochial and indicates the formation of strong bonds between 

homogeneous populations. It is characterised by tight bonds of trust and solidarity; 

however, these bonds may ultimately prevent its entrepreneurial members from 

reaching their full potential (Leonard, 2016). As such, bonding social capital can 

imply exclusionary principles, which might lead to conservatism. This conservatism 

– likely to be found in traditional societies – hinders the development of society.

 Although still novel, in the context of the urban shrinkage debate, the concept 

of social capital is gaining attention. In the sporadic studies that are published on 

this topic, researchers argue that mapping social capital is relevant when 

considering the development of shrinking areas (Hannemann, 2006; Ročak et al., 

2016b; Safford, 2004; Tsutsumi, 2009). Few publications on urban shrinkage have 

noted social capital as a resource that can facilitate quality of life in shrinking 

cities (Hannemann, 2006; Ročak et al., 2016b; Safford, 2004; Tsutsumi, 2009). 

Moreover, researchers propose social capital as a possible solution for the problems 

resulting from shrinkage (Ročak et al., 2016a). Social capital is often seen as capable 

of affecting the collective capability to respond to local threats posed by shrinkage 

(Amin, 2005). For example, informal networks can serve as a safety net if the 

quality of life is threatened (Hannemann, 2006; Ročak et al., 2016a). Similarly, in 

shrinking areas there are even more requests from citizens to become active in 

order to mitigate effects of shrinkage (Hospers, 2014). In this respect, citizens may 
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have resources that could, when facilitated by government, result in more effective 

strategies for dealing with shrinkage (idem).

 However, the possibilities of social capital in shrinking areas are also questioned 

(Ročak et al., 2016a, 2016b). Social capital in the context of shrinkage can have 

many limitations. For example, in their study on social sustainability in shrinking 

cities, Ročak et al. (2016b) found that in particular, low trust between stakeholders 

results in low citizen empowerment and low citizen participation in formal 

activities. Overall, these studies point to the need for a further debate on social 

capital in the context of urban shrinkage.

4.2.1.1  Conceptualisation of social capital in this study:  
resources, participation and empowerment

Forrest and Kearns (2001) offer a model of social capital that is relevant to the 

urban context. Against this background and considering studies focused on social 

capital in the context of shrinkage (Hannemann, 2006; Hospers & Reverda, 2015; 

Ročak et al., 2016b; Tsutsumi, 2009), we use the following three indicators (Figure 1) to 

examine social capital in shrinking cities: resources, participation and empowerment 

(Ročak et al., 2016b).

Figure 8  Social capital in the context of urban shrinkage and OIAs

Urban Shrinkage in an Old Industrial Area 

Socio-economic
development 

Economic
and political
disadvantage 

Social capital:
resources,

participation and
empowerment

State actors Civil society 
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In this study, we examine various non-material resources in an area. More 

specifically, we explore trust and place attachment. Trust refers to the extent to 

which people feel that they can trust their co-residents and local organisations 

responsible for governing their area. Whether and to what extent social capital 

will be mobilised depends on trust (Coleman, 1988). Consequently, in the context 

of urban shrinkage, trust is decreased and, as such, presents a challenge (Ročak et 

al., 2016b). Place attachment refer to bonding between individuals and their 

environment (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). In other words, how much do people feel 

connected to their co-residents and their home? Do they have a sense of belonging 

to the area and its people? In the situation of urban shrinkage place attachment 

can be seen as a resource relevant for experiencing and maintaining quality of life 

in an area (Ročak et al., 2016b).

 Participation encompasses informal participation in social and community 

activities, as well as interaction with family and friends and other residents or 

social networks. Strong participation is linked to stronger connection with their 

community (Bramley & Power, 2009). In informal participation, support is given 

and received when needed. Moreover, we examine formal participation: cooperation 

through formal and informal groups to further connect their interests. In the 

context of urban shrinkage, much is demanded from the citizens (Hospers, 2014; 

Ročak et al., 2016b). That is, requests are made for citizens to become active and 

participate in activities to contribute to the quality of life in the area (Hospers & 

Reverda, 2015; Ročak et al., 2016b).

 Finally, empowerment refers to citizens experiencing the power to act – the 

feeling that they have a voice and can take action to initiate changes and that they 

are involved in the processes that affect them (Ročak et al., 2016b). That is, we can 

speak about empowerment if individuals are empowered to the extent that they 

have a measure of control over the institutions and processes that directly affect 

their wellbeing (World Bank, 2012). The lack of empowerment in the context of 

OIAs can be understood as a type of cognitive lock-in. In this case, lock-in refers to 

the value system of a community where people share the same mind-set toward 

industrial production as a continuing source of employment and relative wealth. 

It represents the self-reinforcing process of collective behaviour and the emergence 

of a specific common worldview among actors, which can limit the transformation 

potential of the area. Many authors have called for adaptation of governance 

arrangement is the context of urban shrinkage (Hospers, 2014; Yahagi, 2014). That 

is, empowerment is crucial for the necessary change in governance arrangements 

in shrinking cities.

 Analysing these indicators will enable the exploration of people’s experiences 

in a shrinking area and convey an understanding of the dynamics of social capital 

in areas experiencing urban shrinkage (Figure 1). Moreover, when analysing social 
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capital, we should consider its geographical dimension (Huber, 2009). An analysis 

of the context with past developments, economic features and socio-institutional 

relationships appears essential to understand the socioeconomic evolution of OIAs 

(Greco & Di Fabbio, 2014; Liebmann & Kuder, 2012). Similarly, an analysis of social 

capital in the context of urban shrinkage can only be understood with reference to 

the local context (Bontje & Musterd, 2012; D. Haase et al., 2014; Prada-Trigo, 2014; 

Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). In this respect, social capital is embedded in the local 

context with its path-dependent developments.

 We acknowledge that social capital is a dynamic concept (Rydin & Pennington, 

2000) and that these indicators are ideal typical presentations and, as such, not 

exact representations of reality. That is, conceptualisation of above indicators is 

guiding for the exploration of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. 

These indicators should be understood on a continuum rather than as fixed 

categories. In this respect, the exploration of social capital presented above is not 

catch all, overreaching interpretation but it gives us insights in functioning of 

social capital in these areas.

4.3 Study setting and methods

4.3.1 Blaenau Gwent: a distinctive example of a shrinking OIA
Blaenau Gwent30 (Figure 9), one of the 22 unitary authorities in Wales, is an OIA 

positioned on the east side of the South Wales Valleys region. It stretches 15 miles 

from north to south and 8 miles from east to west. The geography of Blaenau 

Gwent is characterized by large hillsides dividing the three main valleys: Ebbw 

Fach, Ebbw Fawr and Sirhowy Valley. These valleys are home to towns and villages 

that merge together into one area with the Ebbw Vale administrative centre.

 Before the 1800s, Blaenau Gwent was a rural area dominated by farming. 

Industrial development, mainly in steelworks and coal mining, started in the end 

of the 18th century and continued until the beginning of the 21st century. Due to 

industrial development, the population grew rapidly. Between 1900 and the early 

20th century, the population grew from 1,200 to well over 110,000 inhabitants 

(Greenwood, 2009). The growth of the population meant that services were needed, 

which in turn led to the growing prosperity of the area and the development of a 

network of communities and neighbourhoods throughout the area, which comprise 

the settlements that we see today.

30 Official name: Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council. In 1996 Blaenau Gwent became the county 

borough council as we know it today.
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The closing of the mines in the 1980s and the closure of the Ebbw Vale steelworks 

in 2002 meant a loss of the traditional economic base and an overall loss in jobs, 

which resulted in economic and social disadvantages. The population of Blaenau 

Gwent decreased by 5% between 1991 and 2010, whereas the population in Wales 

increased by 4% in the same period. Currently, Blaenau Gwent has a population of 

nearly 70,000 people (Nomis, 2018). The population of the territory today is 

concentrated around the main centres: Ebbw Vale, Tredegar, Brynmawr, Abertilerry, 

Blaina and Nantyglo.

The trend of declining population is predicted to continue in the future (Table 5).

The disappearance of the heavy industries of coal and steel led to high levels of 

unemployment and subsequent socio-economic disadvantages in the area (Table 6), 

which resulted in a high concentration of social deprivation and economic inactivity. 

For example, Blaenau Gwent scores high on the Welsh index of multiple deprivation 

Figure 9  Position of Blaenau Gwent within the UK and Wales

Table 5   Population prediction for Blaenau Gwent

Year 2011 2015 2020 2030 2036

Population 69 812 69 482 68 981 67 084 65 204

(Source: Welsh Government 2016a)
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(Welsh Government, 2016b). Compared to the remainder of Wales and the UK, 

this social disadvantage persists despite numerous regeneration projects (Bolton, 

Fleming, & Elias, 2008).

For many years, the fortunes of these communities have been interwoven with the 

fate of the steel industry. For the people, the manufacturing sector gave them an 

identity, a role in life and a sense of belonging. Similarly, it enhanced the sense of 

community in this area (Greenwood, 2009). Although concrete communities were 

not homogeneous social entities, the collective identity was expressed in the form 

of occupation and trade union membership (Greenwood, 2009; Rees, 1986). 

Moreover, smaller centres maintained their own character and traditions.

 Today, Blaenau Gwent is looking for ways to engage in a comprehensive process 

of economic and social transformation to manage the economic downturn 

(Atkinson & Smith, 2013). Replacement employment in the form of small business 

parks was created to fight redundancy. However, the new companies provided 

considerably fewer jobs than the employment the steel works were offering. Due to 

the lack of economic perspectives, many young people moved away in search of 

work. Today, the economic structure has diversified to a certain extent. However, 

the legacy of the industrial past can still be experienced because this area is 

characterized by socio-economic disadvantage, low aspirations (Bolton et al., 2008) 

and a culture of low educational attainment and entrepreneurship (Atkinson & 

Smith, 2013).

4.3.2 Methods
The exploration of social capital in Blaenau Gwent is closely linked to investigating 

particularities of the local context. The case study approach facilitated this task 

because it included an analysis of the geo-historical situation of the area as well as 

Table 6  Economic indicators in Blaenau Gwent compared to Wales and Great Britain

Blaenau Gwent Wales Great Britain 

Economically Active (%) 71.4 75.3 77.8

Hourly pay  

(in Pound Sterling)

10.55 12.26 13.33

No qualifications (%) 19 10.5 8.6

Total benefit claimants (%) 21.3 15.2 11.8

Jobs in manufacturing 

industry (%)

25 12 8.3

(Source: Nomis, 2018)
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its demographic and socio-economic developments. Case study findings are likely 

to be more accurate if different sources of information are used (George & Bennett, 

2005; Yin, 2017). Therefore, different sources of information were used in the 

analysis: (1) descriptive statistics provided by Statistics Wales (Welsh Government, 

2016a) and Nomis (2018), documentary sources, such as reports, municipal plans 

and documents, published by the Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council (2018); 

(2) site visits; (3) semi-structured interviews with 28 purposely selected community 

members; and (4) a focus group with teenagers31. Moreover, case study design 

enabled triangulation of different data sources and their interpretation which 

adds to validity and reliability of qualitative research (Healy & Perry, 2000).

 Blaenau Gwent was chosen as a case study area because of several relevant 

aspects that can be found there. First, in this chapter, we are interested in OIAs 

undergoing an economic transformation. Blaenau Gwent was a heavily industrialised 

area and, as such, is a typical example of deindustrialisation in the UK. Second, as 

opposed to many other deindustrialised areas in the UK, Blaenau Gwent faces 

population decline that is expected to continue in the future. Finally, we chose a 

medium-sized area because such areas tend to be overlooked even though their 

importance to regional change and transformation has long been recognized 

(Birch et al., 2010). Medium-sized urban areas are overrepresented in the European 

urban shrinkage context but have received limited attention in the literature to 

date (Leetmaa et al., 2015; Ročak et al., 2016b).

 A qualitative approach based on semi-structured in-depth interviews was 

chosen due to the explorative nature of this study. We employed qualitative study 

aimed at ‘generating understanding’ (Stenbacka, 2001, p. 551). During two periods 

(from April to May and in August 2016) we held 28 interviews with purposively 

selected actors involved in social life: civil society, policy makers, and entrepreneurs. 

Firstly, we interviewed actors who were described as community leaders in 

different fields (citizens active in formal activities, heads of different government 

and civic organisations, entrepreneurs). We used snowball sampling to trace the 

harder-to-reach research population (Atkinson & Flint, 2001) as we aimed at 

reflecting the demographic make-up of the area. As a result, we reached a variety 

of stakeholders with different roles, which enabled us to gain explorative insight. 

We spoke with seven citizens involved in various formal activities seven citizens 

31 Although interviews were the main method of data collection, one focus group was also conducted. 

The population of teenagers was challenging to involve in this research process and therefore a 

focus group was organised in the local community centre. In this way the group could be reached 

and their opinions heard. To ensure continuity and gain relevant information the same topics were 

discussed as in the interview protocol.
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that were not involved in formal activities, eight self-employed entrepreneurs32, 

and six policy-makers. Although interviews were the main method of data 

collection, one focus group was conducted. In the interviews as well as the focus 

group, emphasis was on the core set of questions related to the theoretical issues 

under examination: exploitation of the meanings people ascribe to their shrinking 

environment and the implications of urban shrinkage for social capital in the 

area. The interview protocol was inspired by the literature presented in this 

chapter. We looked at social capital indicators in the context of urban shrinkage 

(for further operationalisation see Figures 1 and 8). Our focus was on a core set of 

questions related to the implications of urban shrinkage for social capital in the 

area. This enabled translation of the literature and as such initially deductive 

approach. Moreover, semi-structured nature of the interviews facilitated possibility 

of inductive emergence of new themes. This was in line with interpretivist nature 

of this research. The following topics were covered in the interviews: information 

about the informant, information about the area, the views of the respondents on 

shrinkage, their experience of local problems, their views on the community, 

their associations in the community, their motives for engagement, cooperation, 

trust, and accountability, power relations in the community and, finally, informal 

social networks and support. The interviews were semi structured with an 

explorative character. A list of set topics was used, enabling considerable freedom 

in sequencing, exact wording, and attention given to different topics (Robson, 

2005). This approach was chosen in order to avoid the danger of selecting data to 

fit a preconception of the phenomena (Fielding & Fielding, 1986). Therefore, 

structure and space for individual experience were enabled (Bryman, 2012).

 All interviews were conducted by the same researcher (Maja Ročak) and were 

transcribed as rich text files. The analysis of the interviews was facilitated by Atlas.

ti software (ATLAS.ti Scientific Software Development GmbH, Berlin, Germany). 

The following four analytical steps were followed: open coding, theoretical coding, 

selective coding and integration with theory33. Analysis was both deductive and 

inductive by nature. In the first step, theoretical coding, initial set of indicators 

(resources, empowerment and participation) was used as a starting point. This 

32 We spoke with eight entrepreneurs: a hairdresser, a beautician, two chiropodists, a sweets and 

gift shop owner, two fish-and-chips shop owners, and one ICT (Information and Communication 

Technologies) consultant. Although it could be argued that the term ‘small business owners’ 

would be appropriate, we decided to use the terminology of ‘entrepreneurs’ in this chapter. The 

respondents we interviewed create an entrepreneurial, active, and positive impact on their own 

living environment and as such add value for the disadvantaged area. Moreover, they are very 

much embedded in the local context and engage in risk-taking and strategic thinking. These 

behavioural aspects justify the use of the term ‘entrepreneur’. For the discussion in the literature 

on a distinction between small business owners and entrepreneurs see, for example, Bruyat and 

Julien (2001), Cartland et al. (1984), and Morris et al. (2016).

33 Codes were grouped based on similar qualities to identify patterns and themes within the data. 
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approach enabled exploring pre-determined themes that emerged from the 

literature and were deemed relevant. Second step, open coding, enabled additional 

concepts to emerge (Miles et al., 2014). Finally, all codes were used for the 

integration with theory. Validity and reliability of the analysis was ensured by 

employing several procedures. Two researchers validated the steps in data analysis 

and coding with special attention to emerging codes. The first author re-examined 

all the codes.

4.4 Results and discussion

In the following Section, empirical evidence from the case studies is interpreted 

on the basis of the fieldwork and interviews. We present these main results of the 

study and relate them to the literature. This Section presents integrated account of 

the main analysis results which are based on set of indicators as well as emerged 

themes. Social capital indicators (resources, participation and empowerment) in 

Blaenau Gwent are explored based on the following three interrelated issues 

themes which emerged from the analysis: the relevance of economic transformation 

in the daily life of interviewees, transitions in communities and occurring changes 

in the developmental path. All three social capital indicators are elaborated upon 

in each section.

4.4.1  Rigid economic path and disadvantages as  
the cognitive paradigm of communities

The interview findings indicate that the perception of reality by respondents is 

strongly based on the economic transformation of Blaenau Gwent. Past, present 

and future are explored by interviewees from the perspective of economic change. 

For example, typical ‘economic change vocabulary’ is used to describe the area, 

the experiences of shrinkage and all three indicators of social capital. In the context 

of Blaenau Gwent, shrinkage is noticed in terms of deindustrialisation, daily 

economic struggles and poor prospects.

 This focus on economy is a dominant cognitive paradigm. Such a paradigm is 

more likely to emerge in socially and economically homogeneous areas (Fredin, 

2016), such as Blaenau Gwent. Cognitive lock-in is reached when the dominant 

cognitive paradigm is sufficiently strong that it becomes internalised by most 

people in the area: people share the same mind-set toward industrial production 

as a source of employment and relative wealth. In practice, people continuously 

affirm each other in this rigid industrial identity, which makes it difficult to see 

options outside of the dominant paradigm.
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This narrow perspective can explain why the adaptability of this area might be 

limited (Fredin, 2016). Correspondingly, the past is often cultivated and glorified, 

as is well expressed in the following quote:

“Well, for a country the size of a post stamp, for such a small country, we have influenced the 

world.” (John, 60, community worker, former politician)

This is in line with the observations made by Marris (1986), who looked at social 

change in terms of bereavement. According to him, grief can help us to understand 

processes of social change. In the case of Blaenau Gwent, losing industries meant 

loss of a predictable social context. That is, in a way industries provided a source of 

meaning and emotional attachment. When the industries disappeared, so did this 

source of meaning for individuals in the area. Reactions to this disappearance 

observed from the interviews vary from stressing the need for change while 

recognising that it is difficult to bring about. There is a kind of ambivalence here: 

the desire to embrace the new, coupled with the tendency to hang on to the old 

(Marris, 1986). The feeling of loss among the interviewees might disable a move 

towards the transformation of their living environment.

 The image of a great past makes it difficult for people to accept the current 

disadvantageous situation. Hospers and Reverda (2015) argue that the past has a 

vital role in shrinking societies. Similarly, Reverda (2004) refers to ‘ethno 

regionalism’, whereby the specific cultural identity is strongly emphasised and the 

past is used as a framework for current actions. This orientation implies the strong 

relevance of path dependency. Hence, the results indicate that the dichotomy of 

growth (past) vs. shrinkage (reality today) is present and placed in the economic 

sphere.

 The existing resources in the area are experienced as minimal. Particularly, 

limited economic resources impact many aspects of daily life. All interviewees 

referred to limited economic resources as negatively impacting their personal life 

and the area in general. For example, following quote describes one young man’s 

experience of the resources in the area

“Here, you have only sheep and valleys.” (James, 17, pupil)

Interviewees link failing economy to the diminished trust in decision makers. 

According to the most of the interviewees the decision makers are not to be 

trusted. The future is considered gloomy due to the significant disadvantage 

vis-à-vis other areas. This perspective of discouraging future prospects is accurately 

described by the following quote:
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“It’s really hard for young people because they’ve got to look for work all the time (…) and every 

week they apply to places for jobs and never even get any replies. It’s soul destroying.”

(Robert, 80, volunteer)

A frequently mentioned aspect of disadvantage that appears in the interviews is 

the so called ‘dependency culture’, which is expressed in aspects such as low 

participation, a feeling of entitlement, complaining, ‘moaning’ and low entrepre-

neurship. As this informant elaborated:

“A lot of people in Tredegar feel they’re owed something, so they’re not going to go out and do 

anything because they feel it should be given to them. You took this away from us, you took that 

away from us, as far as the industries go; I’m owed this, you should have something here for 

me type of attitude.” (Patty, 45, social worker)

This dependency culture is a part of the dominant cognitive paradigm and 

presents limitations for the development of the area. Low education levels and a 

culture of dependency are often cited as factors limiting empowerment. Similarly, 

Bolton et al. (2008), found that Blaenau Gwent is an area characterised by low 

aspirations.

 Along with social-economic disadvantage, territorial disadvantage, expressed 

in the poor image of this area, can be noticed. Blaenau Gwent is viewed by outsiders 

as disadvantaged, and this opinion is recognised by insiders, who are typically 

bothered by this perception.

“About 8–9 years ago, there was a report done (…) on the main news, and it was showing the 

most affluent area in Great Britain and the most deprived area in Great Britain. (…) The most 

deprived area is Blaenau, where I live, and they actually put that on the news programme. So 

how do you think those people feel? You live in shit, you are shit kind of thing.” (Anna, 40, 

support worker)

Interviewees feel belittled by the negative news about the area and its bad image. 

Shrinking cities generally have an unfavourable image, which can have mental 

and psychological consequences, such as people feeling inferior because they live 

in the area (Hospers, 2010; Molotch et al., 2000). This image negatively impacts 

both place attachment and empowerment. A negative image can also affect the 

economic climate (i.e., businesses choose not to move to this area).
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4.4.2  Communities in transition: searching for new roles and 
responsibilities in an old world

In Blaenau Gwent, trust as a resource is lacking, both between state actors and 

civil society. Interviewees largely report that governmental actors cannot be 

trusted. Lack of trust between people and policy makers has a negative impact on 

participation. Similarly, people feel that co-residents, in general, are not to be 

trusted. This view seems to be linked to personal or community experiences with 

criminality occurring due to economic disadvantage. One informant explains:

“You knew everybody. Today, I don’t know anybody. It all changed. People have moved and 

gone on and go out of the area and things like that, and you don’t know who to trust. You can’t 

trust people any more like you used to. You used to leave your door open; you can’t today.” 

(Peter, 65, retired)

However, the level of trust in one’s own family and participation in activities 

around one’s family is reported as high. Interviewees report helping out, caring 

for, and relying on their families. This is accurately described in the following 

quotes:

“It’s all about close families and relatives. You don’t get support from anybody else. It’s only 

from family and that’s that.” (Bob, 67, retired)

“My entire family is here, really. We’re very close. If my family wasn’t around, there wouldn’t 

be much to keep me here.” (Rachel, 23, volunteer)

There is tension between the experience of having a voice and a sense of 

hopelessness when talking to state actors, particularly the council. Some citizens 

voice their opinions and concerns in the community and toward the council, yet 

most feel they are not being heard. As such, most people do not feel involved in the 

processes that affect them. This feeling can be related to past developments: along 

with the closure of the steelworks, people felt that decisions were made for them 

(Greenwood, 2009). The attitude on not relying on the council to be heard or to 

accomplish something is widespread, a one informant explains:

“If they want to make a rule, they make a rule whether you like it or not. And whatever you 

say and whatever you think won’t change it. So, we’ve got no influence on what the council 

decides to do.” (Robert, 72, retired)

Entrepreneurs report a double link with the council: although some council 

members are helpful in their flexibility and support, many others sabotage 
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entrepreneurs attempts to run a business. This experience is linked to the 

perceived level of rigidity of rules (no trust) compared to the informal, people-based 

support by the council members (high trust). One informant explained this 

situation as follows:

“It’s almost as if they’re not the same, you know, organisation. You’ve got one element of a 

council that is falling over backwards to help you. (…) The amount of paperwork we have to do. 

The number of meetings we have to go to… And I think it’s only because of our background that 

we’ve carried on with this. I can imagine a lot of people will say, “Forget it, then”. Because this 

is just a nightmare.” (Joanna, 40, entrepreneur)

Inflexibility and adhering to the many (old-fashioned) rules are reported in the 

interviews as sources of frustration. In contrast, non-paternalistic ways of 

cooperation offer trust between council members and entrepreneurs and, as such, 

small yet valuable impulses for this area. In many of the shrinking cities 

highlighted in the literature the inadequacy of established rules and ways of 

operating in the context or urban shrinkage is emphasised (Bernt, 2016). However, 

flexibility and operating outside established norms with regard to policies in 

shrinking cities are recognised as necessary (Faber & Oswalt, 2013; Ryberg-Webster 

& Kinahan, 2013). This situation represents a paradox: this area is stuck in a rigid 

cognitive paradigm that disallows experimentation and flexibility. In other words, 

how realistic is the option to experiment in the traditional context of Blaenau 

Gwent? One could also argue that disadvantage adds to the urgency of breaking 

the traditional rigid paths. Urban shrinkage offers possibilities to experiment 

with creative adaptation, low-cost maintenance and other interventions to decelerate 

the area’s deterioration (Ryberg-Webster & Kinahan, 2013). In the literature these 

possibilities are typically linked to entrepreneurs (Fredin, 2016; Prada-Trigo, 2014). 

However, in the context of shrinkage, the possibilities of experimentation have 

been praised in a wider context, and are also linked to spatial planning and the 

possibilities of (involving) civil society (Hospers & Reverda, 2015; Humer, 2018; 

Sieverts, 2014).

 Similarly, the context of shrinkage has placed the rearrangement of actors’ 

responsibilities and other governance issues high on the policy agenda. Interviewees 

state that empowerment by the council is relevant when it comes to rearranging 

responsibilities. More specifically, policy makers reportedly look for ways to offer 

more responsibility to citizens for non-essential services, which deemed necessary 

due to the high cost of service provision, which cannot be maintained. An example 

is the community asset transfer policy, i.e., the transfer of land or buildings from 

a public body to a community-based organisation. The Brynmawr cinema is often 

highlighted as a good practice of community asset transfer, as the cinema is run 
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entirely by the citizens (Market Hall Cinema, 2018; Miles et al., 2014). The view 

among policy makers is present: if these services are perceived as necessary by 

communities, they will remain and be maintained by the communities.

 The trajectories of governance that can be found in shrinking cities reflect 

both the path dependency of local power structures and their embeddedness in 

larger national political environments as well as the specific problems of shrinking 

cities (Bernt, 2016). Many authors have discussed the need to bring about changes 

in the mind-set, ethos and organisational structures of councils to achieve local 

governance in shrinking cities (Bernt et al., 2014; Cocks & Couch, 2012; Hospers, 

2014; Rink et al., 2009). The changing relationship of responsibilities between the 

state, market and civil society in the context of shrinking environments has 

received attention in particular (Ročak et al., 2016a, 2016b). The multiple problems 

and shrinkage issues make this type of thinking and these actions in Blaenau 

Gwent even more urgent. Listening to and engaging with the community is crucial 

(Bolton et al., 2008). Accordingly, building trust between the local stakeholders is 

critical for building future governance arrangements.

4.4.3 Discontinuing the dependencies
Interestingly, the results of the case study point to the important role of 

entrepreneurs regarding social capital. Citizens report satisfaction with local 

entrepreneurs and speak of having trust in them and admiration toward them. As 

such, entrepreneurs are socially and spatially embedded in the community (Welter 

& Smallbone, 2011) and are considered important.

“The only nice thing in this area is the corner shop.” (Jason, 17, pupil)

Similarly, policy makers recognise the relevance of small local entrepreneurs for 

the quality of life in the area. For example, a council-led project, Effect Blaenau 

Gwent, provides free and confidential business support to local people with their 

start-up projects, existing businesses, and social enterprises (Effect Blaenau Gwent, 

2018). The goal of this project is to create a culture where it is acceptable to consider 

self-employment. By using an informal approach, the project aims to help diverse 

groups of entrepreneurs – especially new entrepreneurs – by focusing on commu-

nity-based and grassroots small-business initiatives. The main idea behind 

empowering new entrepreneurs is that if a person can pursue her passion and 

make a living out of it, it will directly impact the (economic) fortunes of the entire 

community (Effect Blaenau Gwent, 2018).

“They (entrepreneurs) are rooted in different communities, different parts of life, they help, and 

then they are seen as role models in the community. And what do local communities do, they 
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talk to each other and spread the word, you know, and social media complements it as well.” 

(Marc, 35, council worker)

Entrepreneurs are socially and spatially embedded in the community (Welter & 

Smallbone, 2011) and are considered heroes. In turn, entrepreneurs in Blaenau 

Gwent recognise their public function and report being informally involved with 

the community. As such, they are active in the public space where they are 

contributing to the public good. One entrepreneur indicated how they are acting 

as ‘eyes’ on behalf of the community:

“When the costumers start coming in now, you will probably know ninety percent of them, 

and if we don’t know them, we say, are you a stranger around here? Where are you from?” 

(Ben, 43, entrepreneur)

In his study on civic infrastructure and mobilization in economic crisis, Safford 

(2004) emphasises the importance of using social capital to connect actors and 

tackle shrinkage problems. He argues that social capital must connect actors who 

are not otherwise well connected, and such civic engagement can contribute to 

the development of the area. Rather than simply increasing the number of, for 

example, civic organizations or even participation in them, Safford (2004) suggests 

the importance of how social capital is realised by key actors in the community. 

That is, interaction towards addressing problems facing the community can 

happen. In this respect entrepreneurs in Blaenau Gwent play a crucial role in 

facilitating social capital. They can be understood as agents who can connect 

various actors in the area as they are seen as trustworthy by different parties.

 The motivation for entrepreneurship is based on individual passions and 

talents by using endogenous resources to make use of a business opportunity. 

Thus, their motivation has both material and idealistic elements: earning a living, 

working hard, being creative with resources, keeping an eye on people, helping 

improve the area, and setting an example for others. Individual gain is seen 

alongside the benefits of catering to and caring for the community.

 The standard reaction to shrinkage is one of pessimism and hopelessness  

(D. Haase et al., 2014; Hospers, 2013). However, entrepreneurs break this cycle by 

bringing an optimistic vision to the community through small scale economic 

activity. In this respect, new path creation can be hypothesised (Table 7). The 

examples of entrepreneurs point to transition in practice (from no work to starting 

one’s own work), culture (from dependency to independency) and structure (from 

large projects to small initiatives). This example implies a change in the cognitive 

lock-in: a change in thinking, acting and organising. Thereby, transition could 

also be considered a power shift from large structures (e.g., councils and large 



114

CHAPTER 4

industries) to smaller-scale power nodes (small entrepreneurs in the communities). 

From this perspective, entrepreneurs can be considered alternative resources in 

the area because they offer a different framework for organising their reality by 

breaking through a chain of tradition. They are innovative and flexible in how 

they organise their work. This finding is in line with a study by Fredin (2016) who 

found that small-scale entrepreneurship can contribute to the change of paths in 

OIAs.

The observed role of small entrepreneurs in this study can be linked to social 

capital: higher empowerment, use of endogenous resources (as well as increased 

trust and place attachment) and participation (between formal and informal 

involvement with the community). Similarly, a sense of empowerment is transformed 

from a sense of incapacitation to a sense of urgency to act through small interest- 

based activities. This personal interest has a spill over effect on the community, 

implying increasing trust and wider participation in both an informal and formal 

manner. At the same time, endogenous resources and personal interests present a 

basis for acting.

 When considering the case of Blaenau Gwent, path dependency indicates the 

traditional nature of local society. However, a gradual move toward the 

modernisation of the society can be observed: there are entrepreneurs in the 

community who initiate renewal through new path creation via small impulses in 

Table 7  Comparison of existing and emerging paths

Existing Emerging 

Resources Sense of despair about the place.

Lack of trust in co-residents or  

the council. 

Economy: collective approach by 

large organisation(s). Looking for 

(large-scale) local specialisation.

 Trust in some representatives of 

power: search for a dialogue. 

Small entrepreneurial activities 

based on endogenous resources and 

individual motivation. Dynamic 

exploration of new (small-scale) 

business ideas and recognition of 

endogenous resources (pride).

Participation Informal participation: focus on 

inner circle. 

Initiatives are adopted by large 

organisations.

Participation based on self-

determination. This implies (in)direct 

community benefits.

Empowerment Sense of incapacitation and  

lacking a voice. 

Urgency to act: initiatives taken by 

individuals acting from own interest.

Demanding change of established roles.
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the public realm. In this respect, entrepreneurs can be considered agents of change 

purposely deviating from an established path (Karnøe & Garud, 2012).

 In areas experiencing urban shrinkage, changes in responsibilities are 

required and civil society is taking on a more prominent role. However, in Blaenau 

Gwent, we discovered that small entrepreneurs, empowered by an enterprise 

facilitator, can serve as a link between the past and future. Namely, in the situation 

of shrinkage, most resources previously supplied by big industries are gone. 

Therefore, entrepreneurs are agents of change – they provide small boosts to the 

area by initiating economic activity. In this way, entrepreneurs not only add to the 

economic vitality of the area but also improve the image of the area and as such 

directly impact the fate of the whole community.
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4.5 Conclusion

The present study aimed to explore the experiences of urban shrinkage by civil 

society and the dynamics of social capital. This perspective is rather new, as 

previous research on shrinking cities has had a strong bias toward state actors. 

Our study provided the opportunity for an in-depth understanding of the dynamics 

of social capital and its impact on the social transformation of shrinking OIAs. 

Using data from the case study in Blaenau Gwent, we examined social capital 

indicators – resources, empowerment, and participation – in the context of urban 

shrinkage.

 From a theoretical perspective, this chapter has addressed the concepts of 

urban shrinkage and OIAs by connecting these with the concept of social capital. 

The use of the different streams of literature has been productive, as it provided 

important insights on the features of path-dependent processes that are both 

geographically relevant and historically constructed. The case of Blaenau Gwent 

was explored to reflect on social capital in a shrinking OIA. When the steelworks 

closed in this area, the future of the population appeared gloomy. The local economic 

system was unable to diversify and therefore could not offer jobs for the citizens. 

The area became socio-economically deprived, which led to a population decline.

 The findings of this study add clarification to our understanding of the 

development and functioning of social capital in a shrinking place. Based primarily 

on qualitative evidence, this chapter suggests that the history of a mono-economy 

created paths expressed in a rigid identity based on economic developments and a 

dependency culture that still affects the communities today. The experience of 

shrinkage and the lifeworld of all actors are organised through economic change. 

Thus, a path-dependent development of economic possibilities was identified as a 

driving force for communities and individuals. In this respect, economic decline 

is seen as a part of the comprehensive process of social transformation. As such, it 

means a disruption of the traditional social patterns and a reintegration of society 

around new fundamental values.

 The relevance of trust and flexibility is emphasized when discussing path 

breaking in shrinking cities. However, low trust, which is inherent in these types 

of places, limits positive developments. Moreover, flexibility and experimentation 

can also be problematic due to the cognitive lock-in presented in traditional 

institutional structures.

 We have also observed how successful community- and economy-driven projects 

tend to be championed by small entrepreneurs. Therefore, entrepreneurship can 

be considered a type of empowerment that breaks the established path. In this 

regard, social capital is a bottom-up, functional concept driven by self-interests 

that contributes to a common goal. It is in that sense not a collectivistic pursuit or 
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aim in itself. It enables the clash of old (traditional) and new (modern) cognitive 

paradigms. As such, social capital, facilitated by entrepreneurship, can be 

understood as a resource that can facilitate social transformation of this area. 

Blaenau Gwent’s economic and institutional systems remain trapped in its heavy 

industry history and current situation of shrinkage. New arrangements that 

ensure the quality of life of the citizens are necessary. Therefore, people-based 

strategies that consider the everyday lives of the members of the community are 

desirable because they facilitate endogenous resources, an issue that is highly 

relevant for shrinking cities. Experimentation and flexibility are critical in this 

process. Shrinking areas should look for foundations, regardless of their size, for a 

different socio-economic trajectory.

 The theoretical contribution of this study lies primarily in bringing forward 

the debate on social capital, urban shrinkage, and path dependency. We identified 

three relevant indicators: resources, empowerment and participation. As such, 

this study added to an underdeveloped aspect of the urban shrinkage debate by 

looking at the actors of civil society embedded in their local context in general and 

social capital in particular.

 Social capital was defined relatively broadly and as such can cover many social 

phenomena. The limitations of the breadth of this concept in general have been 

widely recognised in the literature (Huber, 2009; Putnam, 1993, 1995). The 

approach followed in this study may be criticised for lacking specificity. However, 

we opted for a broad approach, in order to grasp the complexity of urban shrinkage, 

path dependency, and social capital. For this a detailed case study approach was 

appropriate. Data collected from interviews and the focus group enabled a more 

detailed understanding of social capital by exploring the meanings people give to 

their environment, based on initial operationalisation of social capital indicators. 

This was in line with the explorative nature of this study which, through 

qualitative analysis, enabled insights into social capital in the context of Blaenau 

Gwent.

 Of course, there are still many questions that remain unanswered. This study 

could serve as a starting point for further investigations on social capital in 

‘ordinary’ urban shrinking contexts. More specifically, we think that grasping the 

specificities of the local context and its impact on social capital is desirable. Further 

insights into the role of different actors would help us to establish a greater degree 

of understanding of civil society actors in local contexts and embedded in social 

relations.



Kelsey Pappers



Pe
rs

pe
ct

iv
es

 o
f c

iv
il 

so
cie

ty
 o

n 
go

ve
rn

an
ce

 o
f u

rb
an

 s
hr

in
ka

ge
: 

th
e 

ca
se

s o
f H

ee
rle

n 
(N

et
he

rla
nd

s)
 a

nd
 B

la
en

au
 G

w
en

t (
W

al
es

) c
om

pa
re

d

5





5
Perspectives of civil society on 
governance of urban shrinkage: 
the cases of Heerlen (Netherlands) and 
Blaenau Gwent (Wales) compared
Published in European Planning Studies: Ročak, M. (2018). Perspectives of civil 
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Abstract 

In light of the ongoing urban shrinkage debate, planners stressed the need for new 

planning concepts and strategies. In this respect, the relevance of involving civil 

society in governance of urban shrinkage has been emphasized. So far, however 

these issues have received limited attention. This chapter aims to contribute to the 

debate by investigating (1) how actors in civil society experience urban shrinkage 

and (2) their perspectives on the governance of urban shrinkage. We study this in 

two shrinking medium-sized cities: Heerlen (the Netherlands) and Blaenau Gwent 

(Wales). To answer these research questions, we make use of the concept of social 

capital. We follow a comparative case study design, primarily basing the analysis 

on data from 52 in-depth interviews. In the case studies, specific patterns of social 

capital can be observed: strong place attachment, strong informal participation 

and weak trust of civil society in local governments. However, the experience of 

urban shrinkage and the reaction to shrinkage differs. We conclude that 

understanding shrinkage and addressing it are predominately context related. 

Explanations based on historical developments and welfare state provisions are 

offered. The chapter ends with reflections on the implications of these findings for 

governance of urban shrinkage.
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5.1 Introduction

Urban transformation processes can be observed across Europe (Pallagst, et al., 

2017). In particular, urban shrinkage is a widespread phenomenon that will most 

likely continue and be a relevant development in many European urban areas 

(Pallagst, 2010; Wiechmann & Bontje, 2015; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Shrinking 

cities, frequently deindustrialized ‘peripheral’ areas, face many problems. In the 

globalization process, these areas have not been successful in transforming from 

industrial (modern) to post-industrial (post-modern) information societies (Bell, 

1974; Castells, 2002). Today, they are characterized by disadvantage, orientation 

towards the past and a strong (industrial) identity (Greco & Di Fabbio, 2014; Martin 

& Sunley, 2006). In this respect, urban shrinkage is a contested issue for individuals 

with public responsibilities. As such, it presents a challenge for traditional 

planning, where growth is the leading principle and decline is undesirable and 

demands new approaches (Bernt et al., 2014; Wiechmann & Bontje, 2015). In the 

academic debate regarding urban planning for shrinkage, most examinations of 

planning methodologies revolve around a process aimed at development of, in 

particular, physical city layouts aimed at maintaining or improving quality of life 

in shrinking urban areas. Some attention has also been given to the governance of 

shrinkage, i.e. interactions among and decision making by different actors 

engaged with this common problem. In this chapter, we acknowledge that 

governance and planning are closely related. In this respect, the governance 

context of each place significantly influences the substance and process of planning 

and decision-making in that area. Therefore, in order to plan for urban shrinkage, 

it is vital to look into governance arrangements.

Academic interest in urban shrinkage often focuses on formal actors such as local 

policymakers. However, we can see that recently, governance and planning 

approaches have moved towards the involvement of civil society—that is, those 

people living and working in an area who hold shared patterns of belief (Boonstra 

& Boelens, 2011; Healey, 2006; Hospers, 2013; Meijer & Van der Krabben, 2018; 

Ročak, et al., 2016b). It is hypothesized that responding appropriately to shrinkage 

requires the involvement of many actors. Therefore, there is a need for dialogue 

between individuals and institutions with public responsibilities and ‘users of the 

city’ to successfully govern and plan for shrinkage. That is, we can assume that the 

sustainable future of these areas can be guaranteed only if civil society is involved 

(Ročak et al., 2016b). Similarly, social capital, as a key variable of civil society, is 

recognized as a source that can buffer the consequences of shrinkage and positively 

impact the quality of life in a shrinking city (Hannemann, 2006; Ročak et al., 

2016b). Social capital is thus viewed as a basis for a vital civil society that is willing 
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to become politically and socially engaged in governance of shrinkage. In this 

respect, in order to explore the governance of shrinkage, it is important to look at 

a given society’s social capital. Investigating social capital indicators can shed light 

on the functioning of civil society and, as such, indicate the potential of civil 

society for governing urban shrinkage.

 Studies examining civil society in shrinking urban areas indicate possible 

resources but also serious challenges in involving civil society in governance 

arrangements (Guimarães, Nunes, Barreira, & Panagopoulos, 2016; Hannemann, 

2006; Ročak et al., 2016b). The aim of involving civil society in the governance of 

shrinking cities might be difficult to achieve because civil society may have 

limited capacity. That is, inhabitants of shrinking cities typically face many 

socioeconomic challenges. Additionally, many studies looking into involving 

citizens in the governance of shrinkage have focused on rural areas (Dax & Fischer, 

2018; De Haan, Meier, Haartsen, & Strijker, 2018; Elshof & Bailey, 2015; Meijer & 

Syssner, 2017); less is known about these processes in urban areas. Furthermore, it 

remains unclear how urban shrinkage is perceived by civil society. This is crucial 

information when considering the public’s involvement in governance of 

shrinkage, as well as their perspective on governance of urban shrinkage.

Against this background, this chapter aims to provide a better understanding of 

(1) how actors in civil society experience urban shrinkage and (2) their perspectives 

on the governance of urban shrinkage.

We analysed these questions in two medium-sized shrinking urban areas in 

Heerlen (the Netherlands) and Blaenau Gwent (Wales). A comparative case study 

approach was used, based primarily on 52 in-depth interviews with main actors of 

social life: citizens, policymakers, and entrepreneurs along with secondary data. 

 The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows. After a brief review of 

the urban shrinkage and social capital literature, we operationalize social capital 

in the context of urban shrinkage through three indicators: resources, participation 

and empowerment. Then, we move on to the research design, which is followed by 

a characterization of the cases. Based on empirical evidence, the results Section 

comprises two parts: (1) examination of the experiences of shrinkage; and (2) issues 

of the perspectives of civil society on governance of urban shrinkage. Further, we 

offer an interpretation of these results based on welfare state typology. We finish 

by drawing conclusions which include recommendations for governance.
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5.2  Shrinking cities and governance of shrinkage

Over recent years, the concept of shrinking cities has gained much popularity in 

academia, policy, planning and governance literature. Although not a new 

occurrence, urban shrinkage is a dominant developmental trend worldwide, 

particularly in Europe (Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). That is, the uneven distribution 

of economic and population growth is observable across Europe (Leick & Lang, 

2018). Moreover, demographic forecasts predict shrinkage will become an even 

greater challenge in the future of urban societies (Großmann et al., 2013). It is a 

complex phenomenon that has a cross-sectoral character and presents a multidi-

mensional process with multidimensional causes and effects on the economy, 

demography, geography, social and physical aspects of a city (Martinez-Fernandez 

et al., 2012a). Although there is no uniform consensus about the definition of the 

term ‘shrinkage’ and terminology is often inconsistent (A. Haase et al., 2014), it is 

commonly used to describe urban decline (Fol, 2012; Prada-Trigo, 2014) and 

encompasses the underlying drivers of shrinkage: population decline and the 

decline of the economic base of the city. Similarly, urban shrinkage trajectories 

diverge. For example, A. Haase et al. (2014, p. 1519) discuss the ‘pluralist world of 

urban shrinkage’, emphasizing the spatial and temporal dimensions, as well as 

various causes, effects and dynamics set in the context of local urban trajectories. 

 Urban shrinkage has particularly affected medium-sized areas whose economy 

was based on a single industry (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2012a). These old 

industrial areas (OIAs) experienced often explosive growth in their industrial 

heyday but shrank when their dominant manufacturing base (e.g. coal, steel, 

textiles and shipbuilding) declined or disappeared. Currently, these areas are 

faced with quantitative and qualitative deprivation. Quantitative indicators paint 

a picture of, for example, selective outmigration, high unemployment, poverty 

and short life expectancy (A. Haase, Athanasopoulou, & Rink, 2016b; Hara, 2015). 

Qualitative indicators reflect low aspiration levels and a culture of dependency 

and hopelessness (Bolton et al., 2008; Ročak, Hospers, & Reverda, 2019). Moreover, 

the traditional orientation and path dependent processes restrict the 

transformation of these areas (Hospers & Reverda, 2015; Ročak et al., 2019).

 In the debate on shrinking cities, urban governance has received some 

attention (A. Haase et al., 2014, 2016a, 2016b; Rink et al., 2009). ‘Urban governance’ 

is a term that draws attention to the interplay between a broad range of public and 

private actors in determining the common affairs of cities (Rink et al., 2009). It is 

the sum of the many ways in which individuals and institutions, both public and 

private, plan and manage the common affairs of the city. As such, urban governance 

includes formal institutions as well as informal arrangements and the social 

capital of citizens (United Nations Habitat, 2018). Similarly, the model proposed by 
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A. Haase et al. (2014) suggests that the individual trajectory of a shrinking city is 

influenced by particular governance arrangements. Moreover, shrinking cities’ 

fates are driven or determined not only by processes but also by actors and their 

differing interests and decision-making (idem). In this respect, the governance 

context significantly influences the process of planning.

 Considering its complexity, urban shrinkage clearly poses a challenge for city 

governance. In this respect, traditional governance concepts can often be viewed 

critically in the wake of local-regional transformations (Rydin, 2013). Several 

authors suggest that shrinkage means that new governance concepts and strategies 

for shrinking cities are necessary (Hospers, 2014; Pallagst et al., 2009; Radzimski, 

2016; Wiechmann & Bontje, 2015). There is a growing interest in exploring new 

research paths and policy options that are better able to address development 

challenges in these areas (Kinossian, 2018). In this respect, researchers argue that 

people’s wellbeing and the cultural and symbolic value of the landscape could 

inform alternative policy agendas (idem). Likewise, future approaches must go 

beyond strategies for targeting growth to address issues of local participation, 

social innovation and establishing trust as preconditions to impact wellbeing (Dax 

& Fischer, 2018).

 Commonly, practices aimed at mitigating the consequences of urban 

shrinkage involve various actors: governments, entrepreneurs and grass roots 

organizations (Hospers & Syssner, 2018; Ročak, 2018). In this regard, civil society is 

viewed as a valuable stakeholder in governance of shrinkage. Additionally, the 

relevance of civil society for governance is emphasized in the devolution of 

planning tasks that take place across Europe. Moreover, Europe’s broad trend of 

increasing distrust towards politics, the establishment, the government and 

political parties (Divjak & Forbici, 2017) implies involving an even more urgent 

need to involve civil society in governance arrangements. In this respect, local 

governments have eliminated tasks they used to deliver or leave these tasks to 

citizens (Meijer & Syssner, 2017). 

 However, the quantitative and qualitative disadvantages of communities in 

the context of urban shrinkage make it questionable whether civil society has the 

capacity to become involved in the governance of shrinkage. Moreover, there are 

challenges that the community needs to overcome with regard to engaging with 

governance matters. Local partnerships do not emerge spontaneously but need 

incentives (Küpper, Kundolf, Mettenberger, & Tuitjer, 2018). Likewise, the need to 

deal with bureaucracy and speak the language of professionals limits community 

involvement in governance (Meijer & van der Krabben, 2018; Ročak et al., 2016b). 

Similarly, professionals face challenges with regard to the participation of the 

community in governance, such as sharing power and responsibilities and 

identifying needs and resources (Meijer & van der Krabben, 2018). With this in 
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mind, it can be argued that in reality, not only do local governments lack the 

capacity to create ideal circumstances for community involvement in governance 

(Curry, 2012) but civil society might also have limited capacity for engagement as 

discussed above. Moreover, these actors have substantially different preconditions 

in terms of power, responsibilities, needs and resources (Meijer & van der Krabben, 

2018). This calls for a different approach (idem) which may be difficult to achieve.

5.2.1 Attention to social capital in the context of urban shrinkage
One concept that could help in understanding the perspective of civil society on 

the governance of urban shrinkage is social capital. Social capital is the capacity of 

society to develop meaningful networks and interactions between its members 

where trust plays a central role. Understanding social capital is crucial in order to 

understand the possible role of civil society in governance arrangements in the 

context of urban shrinkage. Endogenous strengths, which lie in existing 

accumulated social capital, are viewed as desirable in the context of urban 

shrinkage because they can contribute to more durable, self-sustained situations 

(Kinossian, 2018; Reverda, 2014). In this respect, social ties, in the form of formal 

and informal networks and facilitated by trust and place attachment, can result in 

empowered citizens able and willing to contribute to maintaining the quality of 

life in a shrinking area. By tapping into these strengths, an area can create a new 

future, and different actors can work together to find common solutions for 

shrinkage.

 Social capital is a well-known concept that spans disciplines, and it has 

received significant attention in the social sciences (Portes, 1998). Typically, social 

capital is expressed in different types of trust-based cooperation and networks, 

and as such, it explains the benefits that people can accrue when interacting and 

working together in social networks (Baldwin & King, 2017). In this chapter, we 

focus on social capital at the macro level, specifically collective goods such as 

shared trust and norms in communities. In this regard, social capital creates trust 

that facilitates collective action and, as such, adds to the economic and political 

performance of the region (Fukuyama, 1995; Putnam, 1993, 1995). Regarding the 

spatial dimension of social capital, we agree with Leetmaa et al. (2015), who argue 

that localities are not passive spatial units because their specific features are 

embedded in specific historical and institutional layers, which determine the 

ability of the locality to react to external forces. Therefore, in this study, we assert 

that social capital in the context of urban shrinkage cannot be studied in isolation 

from the sociocultural context of an area.

 In the debate on urban shrinkage, the concept of social capital has received 

some attention (Hospers, 2014; Leetmaa et al., 2015; Ročak et al., 2016b; Ročak, et 

al., 2018). Frequently, positive aspects of social capital are recognized as favourable 
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for solving the problems posed by shrinkage. However, studies note that social 

capital resources in the context of shrinkage are limited (Ročak et al., 2016b).

 From the perspective of social capital in the context of shrinking (Ročak et al., 

2016b) urban (Forrest & Kearns, 2001) areas, three indicators were identified. These 

are listed and briefly explained:

(1) Resources: In this study, resources refer to place attachment and trust. Place 

attachment is the bonding that occurs between individuals and their 

environment (Scannell & Gifford, 2010). In other words, do people feel connected 

to their co-residents and do they have a sense of belonging to the place and its 

people? In this respect, place attachment could indicate a willingness to 

participate in activities that promote a common goal (Woolever, 1992) and, 

similarly, a willingness to become actively involved in governance. Trust refers 

to the extent to which people feel they can rely on other people (from family to 

strangers) and on the local organizations responsible for governing their area. 

The degree to which social capital is mobilized depends on the level of trust 

present (Coleman, 1990). Studies note that in the context of urban shrinkage, 

trust appears to decrease and, as such, presents a governance challenge (Ročak 

et al., 2016b; Ročak et al., 2018).

(2) Empowerment: Individuals are empowered to the extent that they have a 

measure of control over the institutions and processes that directly affect their 

wellbeing. In other words, they feel that they have a voice and can take action 

to initiate change and that they are involved in processes that affect them 

(Ročak et al., 2016b). Empowerment implies the widespread participation of 

citizens in all areas of social life. As such, empowerment is vital when it comes 

to governing urban shrinkage.

(3) Participation refers to people’s involvement in formal and informal networks. 

In this respect, informal participation refers to the support that is given and 

received when needed. Formal participation refers to cooperation with others 

through formal and informal groups to further interests (Ročak et al., 2016b). It 

is theorized that if people actively participate in various networks, they will 

have a stronger connection with their community (Bramley & Power, 2009). 

Whether or not people are participating in various activities, and particularly 

whether they choose to participate in formal activities, is an important feature 

to note when evaluating the governance arrangements in a given area.

 Analysing these indicators in case studies will enable a better understanding 

of the ways in which actors of civil society experience urban shrinkage and how 

they perceive governance of urban shrinkage. We acknowledge that social capital 

is a dynamic concept (Rydin & Pennington, 2000) and that these indicators are 

ideal typical presentations and, as such, not exact representations of reality.
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5.3 Research strategy

Given the exploratory nature of our research, a comparative case study approach 

was deemed appropriate (Yin, 2017). Cases were selected based on four criteria. 

First, most shrinking cities in Europe can be found in OIAs (Birch et al., 2010; 

Pallagst et al., 2017; Prada-Trigo, 2014). Therefore, we were interested in these dein-

dustrialized OIAs. Second, we looked at areas faced with population decline that is 

expected to continue in the future. Many urban areas in Europe are faced with 

shrinkage at some point in their development (Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). 

However, we were interested in areas that are shrinking and are expected to 

continue losing population. Third, medium-sized areas were chosen because they 

are overly represented in the European urban shrinkage context, although in the 

literature, they have received limited attention to date (Leetmaa et al., 2015; Ročak 

et al., 2016b; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). Moreover, their importance to regional 

change and transformation has long been recognized (Birch et al., 2010). Finally, 

we were interested in Northwest European shrinking cities. Shrinkage is a very 

versatile and context-related phenomenon (Bernt, 2016), and differences in the 

occurrence and manifestation of this phenomenon can be very large (e.g. western 

European shrinkage triggered by deindustrialization can be very different from 

eastern European shrinkage triggered by political change). Therefore, we focused 

on an international comparison and limited it to Northwest European countries 

by choosing cases with similar shrinkage trajectories. These choices are in line 

with case selection according to the comparative case selection strategy (Lijphart, 

1975; Przeworski, & Teune, 1970; Seawright & Gerring, 2008), which implies that 

the shrinking urban areas should be chosen based on their having similar 

background features. Based on the above selection criteria and expectations about 

their information content (Flyvbjerg, 2006), two cases were chosen: Heerlen 

(Netherlands) and Blaenau Gwent (Wales).

 Employing a comparative approach increased the possibility of complementing 

theory (Ragin, 2014), as analytical conclusions arising from multiple cases are 

more powerful than those coming from just one case (King et al., 1994; Yin, 2017). 

Equally, comparative cross-national studies on the topic of urban shrinkage are 

essential to developing a more nuanced understanding of the phenomenon that 

can be used by both the academic community and affected municipalities (Bernt 

& Kabisch, 2003; Leetmaa et al., 2015; Rink et al., 2009; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). 

Finally, the comparative approach enabled the identification of common trends 

and context-specific issues while avoiding oversimplification. To move beyond a 

simple analysis of this phenomenon towards more complex explanations, 
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contextual factors34 were investigated to assess how they impact the development 

of social capital. Likewise, mapping similarities and differences in social capital 

indicators allowed a deeper understanding and explanation of them.

 Data were gathered through qualitative field study and included documentation 

studies and semi-structured interviews. Statistical information was collected 

through the national digital platforms Statline (CBS, 2018), municipal statistics 

(Gemeente Heerlen, 2017b), Statistics Wales (Welsh Government, 2018) and Nomis 

(2018). Moreover, additional documents (Greenwood, 2009; James, 2005; Peet, 2013; 

Rutten & Langeweg, 2013) and local policy papers (Blaenau Gwent County Borough 

Council, 2018; Gemeente Heerlen, 2015b, 2017a) were consulted. Finally, site visits 

were used to gain more familiarity with these areas.

 Interviews were chosen as the main data collection method. We were interested in 

meeting with different actors involved in social life: civil society, policy makers 

and entrepreneurs (Ročak et al., 2016a; Ročak, et al., 2016b). In particular, the 

experiences of citizens were central to this study. Studies focusing on citizens in 

shrinking cities are quite rare, although more requests are being placed on civil 

society in the situation of shrinking cities (Ročak et al., 2016b). Additionally, 

policymakers and entrepreneurs were also interviewed because social capital does 

not exist in a vacuum, and these actors are relevant and can provide us with a 

more complete picture of the dynamics of social capital in these areas. In the 

situation of shrinkage, these are vital actors because shrinkage poses challenges 

for civil society, policymakers and entrepreneurs. In this regard, social capital in 

the context of urban shrinkage is constructed and influenced by various actors.

 We held interviews with purposively selected community members. Initially, 

we interviewed citizens with prominent roles in the city. We met with citizens 

who were described as community leaders in different fields (social security, 

entrepreneurs, politicians and involved citizens). Then, we used snowball sampling 

to trace the harder-to-reach research population (Atkinson & Flint, 2001) while 

simultaneously trying to reflect the demographic make-up of the area. As a result, 

we reached a variety of stakeholders with different roles, in particular, represent-

atives of civil society, which enabled us to gain explorative insight.

 Over the course of five months (from February to September 2015), 24 interviews 

were conducted in Heerlen. In Blaenau Gwent, 28 interviews were conducted 

during two periods (from April to May & August, 2016). Focus was on the core set 

of questions related to the theoretical issues under examination: exploitation of 

the meanings people ascribe to their shrinking environment, their perspectives 

on governance of urban shrinkage and the implications of urban shrinkage for 

34  In this study, we look at history, geographical characteristics, national context, local policies and 

regeneration strategies.
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social capital in the area. The interviews were semi-structured, with an explorative 

character to avoid the pitfall of selecting field data to fit a preconception of the 

phenomena (Fielding & Fielding, 1986). In this way, both structure and space for 

individual experience were enabled that supported the possibility of exploring 

individual answers more deeply (Bryman, 2012). When necessary, relevant quotes 

from the respondents are used in this chapter to illustrate the results. Names of 

the interviewees have been changed.

 The analysis followed four distinct steps: open coding, theoretical coding, 

selective coding and integration with theory (Starrin et al., 1997). The deductive 

and inductive nature of the analysis enabled the theoretical concepts to be studied 

along with any additional concepts that emerged during data analysis (Miles, et 

al., 2014).

 After this brief review of the literature and outline of the methods, in the next 

sections, we present two cases focusing in particular on their historical development, 

economic and population development and socioeconomic situation.

5.3.1 Heerlen: symbol of urban shrinkage in the Netherlands
The town of Heerlen is located in the Limburg Region in the southeast of the 

Netherlands (see Figures 3 and 7). It is a former coal mining town in close proximity 

to the borders with Germany and Belgium and rather far away from the centres of 

national power. It is the only urbanized area in the Netherlands experiencing 

continuous shrinkage. The population of Heerlen grew from approximately 7,000 

inhabitants at the beginning of the twentieth century to, at its peak, just above 

96,000 inhabitants in 1995. The Population of Heerlen first began to decline in the 

1970s and early 1980s. This initial decline was followed by stabilization and even 

slight population growth in the late 1980s and early 1990s. However, population 

decline resumed in the late 1990s; today it represents a more structural development  

as it is expected to continue in the future (see Heerlen in Table 4) (Elzerman & 

Bontje, 2015). Currently, Heerlen has just over 87,000 inhabitants (CBS, 2018).

 What is currently known as the town of Heerlen was, before the end of the 

nineteenth century, primarily a rural area, with agriculture as the main economic 

activity. Around the late nineteenth century, a flourishing mining industry 

developed in this area. Due to the start of mining, the entire region transformed 

rapidly. The area grew from small villages that merged to create the town as we 

know it today. Between 1900 and 1965, the destiny of this area was closely 

connected with mining. Heerlen was growing rapidly both demographically and 

economically. Moreover, in the 1960s, Heerlen was the richest city in the 

Netherlands. This time of prosperity and growth lasted until the 1970s, when the 

mines closed.
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Economic development had an impact on the spatial organization of the city. 

Residential areas were constructed by the mining companies, which led to a strong 

sociospatial dependency between the workers and their families and the mines 

(Peet, 2013). Moreover, the mines had a large role in the economic and social life of 

area residents. Many aspects of daily life were organized through mines: from 

work, to healthcare, to social activities. In this respect, mining settlements were 

mini societies under the watchful eye of the Catholic Church. Both mines and the 

church shared the same objective: keeping the workers docile to maintain social 

peace (Hoekveld & Bontje, 2015; Peet, 2013). Communities were organized around 

the original villages, each with a strong identity, which merged in one town. 

Currently, given the population decline, schools and clubs often lack sufficient 

members to continue their work, but it is difficult to merge these communities 

due to this strong parochial identity (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015).

 The economic stagnation of Heerlen, which continues today, started when the 

Dutch government decided to close the coal mines: after oil and gas became more 

important in energy provision, coal mining suffered financial losses. The mines 

closed between 1965 and 1973. This implied overall job losses and negatively 

impacted the socioeconomic status of the city (CBS, 2018). Moreover, closing the 

mines triggered a population decline that is predicted to continue into the future 

(Planbureau voor de Leefomgeving, 2018). Likewise, demographic factors are 

influencing the population decline, such as negative natural change35, 

outmigration, decreasing household size; and the ageing of the post-war baby 

boom generation (CBS, 2018). Particularly worrying is the selective outmigration 

of young and talented populations (Latten & Musterd, 2009). However, the factors 

influencing shrinkage in Heerlen are not only economic and demographic but also 

political and sociocultural (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015). Mines disappeared, and the 

role of the church diminished significantly. This impacted the wait-and-see 

attitude of the population, as people were used to larger institutions telling them 

how to behave. Moreover, selective outmigration had a highly negative impact on 

entrepreneurship that is currently problematic because the regional economy 

needs entrepreneurs (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015).

 National and regional government measures tried to compensate for lost jobs 

with limited success. To be precise, there were not enough jobs, and the replacement 

employment that was offered did not match the skills of the miners (Elzerman & 

Bontje, 2015; Ročak et al., 2016b). For example, several national institutes moved to 

Heerlen: the national statistics office, a large pension fund and the Open University. 

There was clearly a mismatch between white and blue-collar employment, and the 

unemployment problem continues today.

35  Difference between birth rate and death rate.
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Today, to address the challenges posed by shrinkage, many regeneration projects, 

both top-down and bottom-up, are being conducted in Heerlen aimed at 

maintaining or improving quality of life, economic performance and sociocultural 

development (Gemeente Heerlen, 2015b, 2017a). For example, various projects have 

been set up aiming at encouraging, in particular young, entrepreneurs to locate 

their business in vacant properties to improve the economic dynamics of the town. 

Another example is Maankwartier, an iconic building project with the aim of 

improving the image of the city (Ročak, 2018a). Finally, many regeneration projects 

aim at involving citizens. For example, Gebrookerbos is an initiative that aims as 

reuse of vacant areas by bottom up citizens initiatives. Alongside large-scale 

projects, there are many smaller formal and informal initiatives aimed at 

revitalizing the town. The policy response has encompassed searching for 

public-private partnerships and economic revitalization. However, alongside the 

city’s low socioeconomic status, significant problems remain such as vacancies 

and unbalanced housing markets.

 After being the richest town in the Netherlands in the 1960s, Heerlen is 

currently facing quite a different reality. Nowadays, Heerlen is characterized by an 

overall low socioeconomic status, with for example low economic activity and 

high rate of benefit claimants (CBS, 2018). It scores high on poverty, welfare 

provision recipients, unemployment and low educated work force (CBS, 2018; 

Marlet & Van Woerkens, 2017).

5.3.2 Blaenau Gwent: symbol of shrinkage in South Wales Valleys
The administrative district of Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council is one of 22 

local authorities in Wales. It is a shrinking area positioned on the east side of the 

South Wales Valleys region. Blaenau Gwent is considered to be an urban authority 

(Atkinson & Smith, 2013), and it is composed of various smaller cores, with Ebbw 

Vale as a centre. Currently, Blaenau Gwent has a population of nearly 70,000 people 

(Nomis, 2018).

 Before the 1800s, Blaenau Gwent was a rural area dominated by farming.  

That changed because South Wales in general experienced an extended period of 

industrialization (James, 2005). More specifically, Blaenau Gwent’s industrial 

development started at the end of the eighteenth century with ironworks, followed 

by mining and steel. This abundant industrial activity transformed this area 

drastically. The growth of industry implied a strong demand for labour and, 

therefore, a growing population. Between the early 1900s and the early twentieth 

century, the population grew from 1,200 to over 110,000 inhabitants (Greenwood, 

2009). The growth of the population led to the prosperity of this area. Likewise, the 

growth of population meant that more services were needed. This created a 

network of communities and neighbourhoods throughout the area, which 
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comprise the settlements that we know today. Smaller centres maintained their 

own character and traditions: the valley communities are still tightly knit.

 Industry not only contributed to the economic prosperity of the area but also 

provided an identity, role in life and sense of belonging. Likewise, it enhanced the 

sense of community in this area (Greenwood, 2009). Although concrete communities 

were not homogeneous social entities, a collective identity was expressed in the 

form of occupation and through the trade union (Greenwood, 2009; Rees, 1986). 

Moreover, the participation of communities in labour parties has historically been 

strong (Greenwood, 2009). Likewise, campaigning for electoral reform and 

improvement of working conditions was common. Exemplary of this is the fact 

that the first-ever board of health in England and Wales was established by the 

labour minister from Tredegar Aneurin Bevan, who was inspired by miners’ rights 

for health care. 

 However, this economic success had an expiration date. The closing of the 

mines in 1980s and Ebbw Vale steelworks in 2002 meant the loss of the traditional 

economic base and an overall large loss of jobs that resulted in economic and 

social disadvantages (Nomis, 2018). For example, Blaenau Gwent nowadays has low 

levels of economic activity and high rate of benefit claimants (Nomis, 2018). 

Currently, Blaenau Gwent has the highest concentration of social deprivation and 

economic inactivity in Wales, which is associated with low levels of educational 

attainment and skills, poor health and a declining population (Welsh Government, 

2018b). Additionally, the population of Blaenau Gwent declines by 5% between 

1991 and 2010 due to, primarily, negative natural change and outmigration. 

This decline is in contrast with Wales overall, where there has been growth in 

population. The shrinking population trend is predicted to continue into the 

future (Table 5) (Welsh Government, 2018a).

 Although it still has some strength in the low-skilled manufacturing sector 

(Nomis, 2018), Blaenau Gwent has been struggling to recover from the effects of 

economic decline and seeking to engage in a long-term process of economic and 

social transformation (Atkinson & Smith, 2013). Some replacement employment, 

in the form of small business parks, was created, but they could never offer even 

close to the level of employment that the steel works had offered. Due to this 

development, many young people have moved in search of work. A large number 

of regeneration projects have been and still are being conducted in Blaenau Gwent; 

however, the disadvantages persist (Bolton et al., 2008).

 Emphasis on the market and individualism during the Thatcherism of the 

1980s created a climate in which community development activities were 

marginalized (Bolton et al., 2008). Today, Wales can be characterized as a neoliberal 

society (Wiggan, 2012). 
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A large number of regeneration initiatives, both national and European, are still 

conducted in this area. The major development within Blaenau Gwent in recent 

years has taken place on the site of the former steel works in Ebbw Vale. This is a 

200-acre site containing a Learning Campus, a local general hospital, a leisure 

centre and sports facilities, a theatre, offices/business units and approximately 500 

homes (Atkinson & Smith, 2013). The economic structure has diversified to some 

extent. However, the jobs that are provided locally are relatively poorly paid: 

average earnings for people who work in the five local authorities are approximately 

93% of the average figure for Wales, which itself is only 89% of the level for England 

(Nomis, 2018). In conclusion, the legacy of the industrial past can still be 

experienced: this area is still characterized by disadvantages and low aspirations 

(Bolton et al., 2008; Ročak et al., 2018).

5.3.3 Heerlen and Blaenau Gwent: similarities and differences
The selection criteria applied to choose the cases for this study (see Research 

Strategy Section) enabled the choice of similar cases. At the same time, we expected 

the cases to be different because they are shrinking cities embedded in a specific 

context (Bernt, 2016), and context plays a crucial role in understanding shrinkage 

pathways (A. Haase, Bernt, Großmann, Mykhnenko, & Rink, 2016b). These two 

areas thus show many similarities in terms of deindustrialization, size, population 

decline and position in Northwest Europe. However, many differences can already 

be observed in the description of cases. These are relevant for our analysis and will 

be explored briefly below.

 For example, in Blaenau Gwent, industrialization started much earlier than in 

Heerlen. Already by approximately 1800, the iron works industry had transformed 

this area. In Heerlen, the later industrial start meant that these developments 

were of shorter term. Likewise, the industries in Blaenau Gwent were finally 

completely terminated in 2002, with the closing of the steelworks, whereas the 

mines were closed in Heerlen by 1970. In this respect, Blaenau Gwent has a longer 

tradition of industrialization than Heerlen. Rather, the short industrial history in 

Heerlen means an intense but shorter impact from industrial development. In 

Blaenau Gwent, industry was interwoven with the communities for a longer time. 

Moreover, these industries were world famous: this small country made steel for 

the rest of the world: ‘Valleys that built the world’ was the motto. In Heerlen, 

industry was smaller scale and mainly nationally focused. Another similarity 

regarding the end of the industry can be observed: in line with the development of 

steel and coal prices at the world level, the termination of these industries began 

in the 1960s. In 1966, a review of the future of the Welsh steel industry was 

conducted (Greenwood, 2009). At the same time, the Dutch coal industry was 

reviewed, and it was decided that it would be terminated (Knotter, 2013).
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With regard to sociocultural factors, some large differences can be observed.  

In Heerlen, the Catholic Church played an important role in the life of the people 

in the church close to the mines, and it tried to keep people docile and to avoid 

social unrest. Entrepreneurship and protest were discouraged. In Blaenau Gwent, 

the trade unions and labour party played an important role in fighting for the 

rights of workers.

 Finally, we can observe that in regard to regeneration projects in Heerlen, 

many projects aiming at influencing its culture, changing its image, and celebrating 

the possibilities of shrinkage can be observed. This is different in Wales, where 

regeneration is specifically aimed at concrete basic services such as education, 

health provision and the guidance of people into jobs.

5.4 Interview results

In the following Section, empirical evidence from the case studies is interpreted 

on the basis of the fieldwork and interviews. The results indicate that the 

experience of shrinkage and the perspectives on governance of shrinkage are 

embedded in the local context, particularly in the context of the disappearance of 

industries. In both cases, specific patterns of social capital can be observed: strong 

place attachment, strong informal participation, weakened empowerment and 

weak trust between civil society and formal actors such as local government. 

Differences can be observed primarily in the perception of resources and the 

perception of having a voice. These factors will be explored based on the two aims 

of this study: (1) experience of shrinkage by actors of civil society and (2) perspectives 

of civil society on governance of shrinkage.

5.4.1   Experience of shrinkage: shrinkage as everyday life  
in a local context

The first aim of this study was to explore the experiences of shrinkage by civil 

society. Although conditions in these two cases are similar in terms of geographical 

circumstances, deindustrialization and demographic developments, there are 

noteworthy differences in the experience of urban shrinkage, the reaction to it 

and the symbols interviewees ascribe to shrinkage.

 Overall, the results in both cases show that the experience of shrinkage is 

based on the everyday life of the members of the community and on their everyday 

interactions. In this respect, shrinkage is not experienced as an entity as such.

For example, one interviewee put it plainly: “You don’t really notice it if you walk along 

the street, stones don’t lie differently because of shrinkage.” (Jenny, 22)
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In Heerlen, this can be explained by the fact that the industries closed decades ago. 

Generations were raised without ever having worked in the mines or steelworks. 

In this respect, Heerlen’s shrinkage, observed by interviewees primarily as 

depopulation and economic disadvantage, became the new reality and, as such, is 

not necessarily a problem that interviewees feel needs immediate reaction. In 

other words, inhabitants are used to shrinkage. It is their daily reality; thus, in 

many cases, there is no immediate change or need for action.

 In contrast, Blaenau Gwent interviewees organize their everyday life along the 

lines of economic change. In this respect, the experience of shrinkage in Blaenau 

Gwent is mainly related to the economy. That is, residents’ focus is primarily on 

economic resources. Shrinkage is experienced and defined primarily through 

harsh economic circumstances. The emphasis of everyday life is on economic 

survival: shrinkage (of an area) is not an issue as long as employment is available.

This is well expressed in the following quote:

“The problem is we haven’t got the job opportunities for younger people. (…) We just need jobs.” 

(Rita, 55)

Place attachment in both cases appears to be strong. Interviewees are generally 

satisfied with their environment and see it as a resource. However, interviewees in 

Blaenau Gwent express more concern regarding territorial exclusion and job 

opportunities, which negatively impact their experience of place. Likewise, in 

both cases, interviewees express dissatisfaction with the external image that 

outsiders have of their area. Negative image is, among others, created in the media. 

Heerlen is often described in negative terms (Ročak, 2018a). Exemplary, in 2009 

the minister of housing at the time stated that he came back ‘depressed’ from 

Heerlen due to all the problems the city was facing because of shrinkage (Vermeer, 

2009). This statement was reiterated through the media outlets. Similarly, in a 

popular TV show (https://www.channel4.com) Blaenau Gwent each year scores 

among ten worst places to live in Great Britain.

 The results also suggest that interviewees in both cases are attached to their 

neighbourhoods36 as opposed to being attached to the towns of Blaenau Gwent or 

Heerlen as such. This indicates a rather parochial place attachment based on not 

only daily interactions but also sociocultural symbols for identification with the 

particular neighbourhood.

The following quote illustrates this parochial attachment:

36  Or a core, referring to the village that merged into a town as we know it today.



138

CHAPTER 5

“I’m from Blaina and, to be honest, and I know it’s silly because its only three miles up the road, 

but I know all the people that live up there. (…) It’s like, people in this valley town, they’re sort 

of like, they like what they know. (…) I don’t know. It’s weird. Like in Blaina, even if you’re from 

Abertillery or Brynmawr, you’re not a Blaina person.” (Anna, 40)

Similarly, participation in informal activities, particularly those related to family, 

is in both cases strong. These are based on intrinsic motivation and are a close part 

of the daily lives of interviewees. However, in both cases, the interviewees do not 

necessarily feel responsible for or interested in getting involved in formal activities 

to address the consequences of shrinkage. This attitude appears to be based in low 

trust towards formal actors, which will be discussed further below.

5.4.2  Perspectives of civil society on governance of shrinkage: 
mistrust towards formal actors

Inactivity in formal activities is linked with the idea of responsibilities among the 

actors. In this respect, in Heerlen, most interviewees clearly voice the opinion that 

the local government is responsible for general wellbeing. This opinion can be 

connected to the welfare regime, which will be discussed below. According to 

most of the interviewees in Heerlen, the local government is not doing enough to 

enable quality of life.

The following quote illustrates this:

“I think the municipality is failing at this; they don’t organize anything, they don’t give space 

to do something. (…) I really think too little is done (by the municipality), that is really a task 

for the municipality. I really think they’re failing at this.” (Sophie, 55).

At the same time, interviewees in both cases report the need to rearrange respon-

sibilities between civil society and formal actors, particularly due to the harsh 

circumstances posed by urban shrinkage. This is illustrated by a comment by Lotte 

from Heerlen (23):

“I would love to see people in the town getting more involved. Not just here and there, helping 

policy makers for them [policy makers] not to do anything with your input, but real co-creation. 

But you need trust for this…”

An example of rearranging responsibilities in Blaenau Gwent is the community 

asset transfer policy, i.e. the transfer of land or buildings from a public body to a 

community- based organization. The idea is that if these services are perceived as 

necessary by communities, they will be maintained by the communities. Although 

often mentioned as a successful measure, policy makers do recognize difficulties 
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in execution: “We have got and try to work with people to make sure that that happens in a 

proper way and they know what they are going into. Basically, it is the jigsaw. Isn’t it?” (Becky, 45)

In addition, among the interviewees in both cases, there is wide agreement that 

even if citizens are actively involved, nothing will be done with their input. In 

other words, they feel that their voices “won’t be heard anyway” (Dan, 55). This can be 

explained by historical developments related to shrinkage. Particularly in Heerlen, 

where the Catholic Church encouraged compliance, the interviewees feel they do 

not have a voice and that their input will not make a difference anyway. The 

disappearance of traditional industries happened rather quickly, and in both 

cases, the inhabitants feel that this immense decision was made ‘behind their 

backs’ by both national and local governments in cooperation with the affected 

industries. This created a feeling of mistrust towards the government that 

continues today. According to the interviewees in both cases, in their experience, 

their input is only used to justify policies that were already decided and, as such, 

represents manipulation. Subsequently, trust between formal actors and civil 

society is very limited. Overall, interviewees do not feel involved in the processes 

that affect them. Moreover, there is a strong impression that the organizations 

responsible for governing areas in general cannot be trusted.

One interviewee explains: “I realized that politics is a lot of hot air, definitely in the times 

of elections.” (Jenny, 22).

Although the Blaenau Gwent interviewees are also critical of the municipality, 

they believe they have to rely on themselves. This is illustrated in the following 

quote from an interviewee in Blaenau Gwent:

“Local authority, they don’t want to know, you know. Unfortunately. That’s the way it is. Just 

bear it. And do what you can yourself.” (Steve, 70)

In Wales, interviewees were generally not satisfied with the local governments’ 

work, but the expectations were different than in the Netherlands. They were, in 

general, readier to take matters into their own hands. This can be related to the 

historical situation where in Heerlen, compliant attitudes were appreciated by the 

church and mining companies, whereas in Wales, trade unions encouraged action 

and protest. Moreover, it could be argued that the current neoliberal tendencies in 

Wales (Wiggan, 2012) also impact these attitudes.
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5.4.3  Understanding the differences: welfare state as  
an important factor

Many factors such as existing governance systems, cultures and political traditions, 

affect the trajectories of shrinking cities (A. Haase et al., 2016b). Although there 

can be many explanations for the differences among cases based on context, 

temporal and spatial aspects as explored in the case descriptions we will here 

explore interpretations based on the welfare state arrangements that are embedded  

in the cultural and political traditions of an area. This lens was chosen due to the 

lack of this particular focus in the literature on urban shrinkage. Moreover, 

welfare state interpretation suits thoroughly the empirical exploration above. 

Notable, national policies impact shrinkage through, among others, social and 

redistribution policies (Hoekveld, 2014a). Likewise, we can observe a difference in 

how the local government and civil society perceive the ownership of a problem  

in society. How far is the local government responsible for the wellbeing of its 

citizens? And, building on this exploration, what does this imply for the governance 

of urban shrinkage? This can be examined via the level of welfare provision or 

welfare regime (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Esping-Andersen & Myles, 2009; Hoekveld, 

2014a). Welfare regimes are broadly constructed as policies and institutions (Srinivas, 

Kosonen, Viljamaa, & Nummi, 2008) aimed primarily at mitigating inequality. 

 Esping-Andersen’s typology of welfare regimes (1990) is widely accepted. Although 

there are no ideal types in reality, and these tend to overlap and develop, this 

typology is useful for understanding the situation in these two cases. This typology 

is based on the extent of de-commodification (the extent to which an individual’s 

welfare is not reliant upon the market), social stratification (the role of welfare 

states in maintaining or eliminating social inequality), and the private–public 

mix (the relative roles of the state, civil society, the family and the market) in 

welfare provision (Esping-Andersen, 1999). In Western and Northern Europe,  

we can witness varieties of welfare provision (Esping-Andersen, 1999). In the liberal 

regime, the process of shrinkage is viewed as a logical consequence of market 

behaviour, and governments rarely interferes with these market forces (Hoekveld, 

2014a). By contrast, in the social-democratic regime, the national government is 

making an effort to intervene (idem).

 Wales could be viewed as an example of a liberal regime that encourages 

individualism and the primacy of market forces in determining incomes. The state 

encourages private schemes for health insurance and retirement and keeps 

benefits at a low level. The Netherlands could be labelled a hybrid regime between 

conservative and social democratic. In the conservative regime, income maintenance 

provided by the state is connected to occupational status. Social-democratic regimes 

provide generous income support that is not means-tested. Extensive services are 

available for those who cannot work (Esping-Andersen, 1990).
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The relevance of the institutional framework of the welfare regime, liberal (Wales) 

and a hybrid of conservative and social democratic (NL) (Esping-Andersen, 1990), 

can be noted. This institutional framework can influence the perception of respon-

sibilities and, as such, the reaction to and willingness to address shrinkage. While 

in liberal regimes, the responsibility for wellbeing is predominantly placed with 

the individual, in socialdemocratic and conservative regimes, the state invests 

more in welfare protection through legislation, service provision and monetary 

redistribution. In this respect, it could be argued that a comprehensive welfare 

state implies the perception that the state holds more responsibilities and thus 

enables the greater reliance on the state in Heerlen. The liberal approach in 

Blaenau Gwent puts more responsibility on the individual. Hence, interviewees are 

more worried about monetary resources due to both the dire economic situation 

in the area and the liberal views that predominate; as such, they tend to rely more 

on the market than the state for their wellbeing (Figure 10). Likewise, the solutions 

for urban shrinkage are placed in the market sphere.

Figure 10   Civil Society Tendencies in the Context of Urban Shrinkage in Heerlen 
and Blaenau Gwent

Context of Urban Shrinkage

State

Civil Society

Blaenau Gwent:
Entrepreneurship
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on (Local) Government

Market

Liberal Welfare State 
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ocratic/
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Due to the perception of responsibilities and dissatisfaction with the role of 

administrative actors discussed earlier, all interviewees voiced the need to 

rearrange responsibilities between formal and informal actors and between local 

government and civil society. In this respect, the idea that there is a need for the 

greater involvement of civil society is present among the interviewees. However, 

this need is not so straightforward: governance is often based on formal structures, 

regulations and pre-determined procedures (Hospers & Syssner, 2018) and is 

experienced by interviewees in both cases as too bureaucratic. Moreover, the 

different welfare arrangements in the presented case studies mean the perspective 

of civil society on the governance of shrinkage, division of responsibilities and 

reliance on different actors varies and therefore should be taken into consideration 

when examining the governance of shrinkage.

5.5 Conclusion

Shrinkage is an unavoidable trajectory and represents a transformation challenge 

for man European urban areas. It implies a continuous change of social 

relationships which, combined with the challenges of shrinkage, accentuates the 

need to explore appropriate governance arrangements (A. Haase et al., 2016b). 

There is no consensus on how to address shrinkage, but civil society has been 

identified as a desirable partner in the governance of shrinkage. Nevertheless, 

involving civil society is easier said than done. This chapter has sought to identify 

and further understand the differences and similarities that exist with regard to 

the experience of shrinkage and to uncover the perspectives of civil society on 

governance of urban shrinkage in post-industrial medium-sized shrinking urban 

areas. We argue that, in order to understand the perspectives of civil society on 

governance, it is crucial to first explore the affected public’s experience of urban 

shrinkage. Moreover, our investigation of social capital indicators pinpointed 

certain limitations and opportunities regarding the perspectives of civil society 

on governance of urban shrinkage.

 Based on our results, we derive several recommendations for governance.  

First, the comparative approach in this study provided evidence to support the relevance 

of the local context. Our research demonstrates that experience of shrinkage and 

the dynamics of social capital are closely connected to the sociocultural context of 

an area and the everyday life of its citizens. The case studies of Heerlen and Blaenau 

Gwent show some initial similarities, but a close examination reveals that urban 

shrinkage is particularly context related, as they represent two different cases in 

terms of social capital indicators. In this respect, shrinkage is not a ‘one size fits 

all’ phenomenon. Urban areas respond differently to urban shrinkage depending 
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on the institutional frameworks in which they are embedded (Martinez-Fernandez  

et al., 2016). Thus, we cannot speak about urban shrinkage in medium-sized cities 

but must analyse it placed in the local context. Likewise, certain good practices 

and governance arrangements might be appropriate for one context but not 

compatible with other contexts in which urban shrinkage is also occurring  

(A. Haase et al., 2014). These findings are in line with those of Wolff and Wiechmann 

(2017) and Großmann et al. (2013), who argue that there is a need for a more 

complex explanation of the contextual factors crucial in understanding shrinkage. 

The need to capture local realities (Leick & Lang, 2018), including the specificities 

of the welfare state, which can shed light on the perception of responsibility for 

the effects of shrinkage, should be central to governance.

 Second, the analysis of social capital revealed notable limitations, primarily in 

reduced trust in local government and the weak empowerment of civil society. 

The specificities of local social capital, together with its limitations, should be 

taken into consideration when governance solutions are sought. It is clear that 

trust between formal actors and actors of civil society can be problematic in the 

context of urban shrinkage. Therefore, this should be the first consideration when 

deliberating about involving civil society in the governance of shrinkage. 

Alternatively, strong place attachment and informal participation can be seen as 

social capital resources that can contribute to governance. Making the needs of 

local people central (Dax & Fischer, 2018) when considering the appropriate 

governance of shrinkage is therefore crucial.

 In conclusion, the governance of urban shrinkage needs to stay close to the 

everyday lives of citizens, putting the needs of local people at its centre (Dax & 

Fischer, 2018) and paying more attention to the institutional, social and cultural 

evolution of the area. Much of the development of these cases will depend on the 

involvement of different stakeholders, from national and local governments to 

entrepreneurs and civil society. Even with the optimal involvement of civil society 

in governance, it will be a challenging process to make and keep these areas 

sustainable. The major contribution of this study lies primarily in bringing 

forward the debate on the role of civil society in the governance of urban shrinkage. 

As such, this study adds to an emerging aspect of the urban shrinkage debate by 

looking at the actors of civil society and their social capital in relation to the 

phenomenon.

The approach followed in this study may be criticized for lacking specificity. 

However, we opted for a broad approach, in line with the exploratory nature of 

this study and in order to more fully grasp the complexity of this developing topic. 

This study could serve as a starting point for further investigations of the role of 

civil society in governance of urban shrinkage.



Maurice Hermans 
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Urban shrinkage continues to be relevant in the development of urban Europe, 

since it denotes the future for many areas, particularly small and medium-sized 

towns. Urban areas faced with deindustrialization and population decline are 

thus of emerging interest to academics and policy makers.

 The starting point of this thesis is the growing relevance of urban shrinkage 

in European societies. Although shrinking cities have received some academic 

attention, the emphasis has been on their demographic, spatial, and economic 

developments. The focus has therefore been on state actors and their difficulties in 

coping with urban shrinkage. Little is known about civil society in this context. At 

the same time, policy demands on social capital have been increasing, putting 

statutory services under pressure due to shrinkage. Social capital has thus been 

called upon to ease the problems of urban shrinkage.

 The chapters in this thesis have addressed the gaps in the knowledge on urban 

shrinkage identified in the introduction (Section 1.2.2). The objective was to 

explore inhabitants’ experience of shrinkage and the dynamics of social capital in 

the context of medium-sized shrinking urban areas. I investigated the social 

capital in two shrinking urban areas: Heerlen, in the Netherlands, and Blaenau 

Gwent, in Wales. An interpretivist approach was applied to investigate the 

experiences of shrinkage of civil society and social capital. Closer inspection of the 

social capital in the two cases revealed their differences and similarities and thus 

enabled the interpretation of the three main social capital indicators, namely, 

resources, participation, and empowerment.

The study was guided by two main research questions:

1. How does civil society experience and react to urban shrinkage in medium-sized 

cities? and

2. What are the dynamics of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage?

In this concluding chapter, I highlight the findings of individual cases and propose 

further development of the main concepts. I also draw conclusions based on the 

empirical data and consider the theoretical and methodological issues. This 

chapter is organized as follows: Section 6.1 first presents each chapter’s main 

findings, goals, and research questions. Section 6.2 then draws conclusions based 

on an exploration of four statements. Section 6.3 examines the methods used. 

Finally, Sections 6.4 and 6.5 present suggestions for future research and policy 

implications, respectively.
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6.1 Main findings

The study’s first goal was to expand the focus of the discussion of urban shrinkage 

by adding to its conceptualization. The introduction in Chapter 1 argued the 

importance of the experiences of the inhabitants and social capital in shrinking cities, 

which have been neglected in the academic literature thus far. These experiences 

and the concept of social capital were then explored throughout four chapters. The 

explorative and interpretative nature of this study enabled an iterative approach. 

In this respect, the meanings and relevant themes emerged during the research 

process and were further investigated for two specific cases: Heerlen and Blaenau 

Gwent. The main takeaways from these chapters provide insight into civil society’s 

experience of urban shrinkage and the dynamics of social capital.

Chapter 2 aimed to explore alternative perspectives on urban shrinkage and to 

expand the focus from the hardware, or infrastructure, of a city, to the software, or 

social capital, of urban shrinkage. This chapter presented an analysis of the 

concept of urban shrinkage, emphasizing its multidimensional nature. The results 

of the literature review showed that, although a great deal has been written on 

urban shrinkage, most of the academic literature has covered the field of hardware. 

This chapter identified software as relevant but under-researched in the discussion 

on urban shrinkage. In the limited literature on the software of urban shrinkage, 

civic action was identified as a valuable local resource. This chapter critically 

considered civic action in the context of urban shrinkage and challenged the 

assumptions of civic engagement in shrinking cities. Scenarios of civic action in 

the context of urban shrinkage were also presented and analysed based on 

examples from the literature. This analysis concluded that civic action occurs on a 

continuum and, therefore, does not necessarily increase because of urban 

shrinkage; that is the view that civic action is a tool for maintaining the quality of 

life is constricted. Moreover, the democratic aspects of civic action indicate 

problems and the need to empower civil society. Shrinking cities imply the 

transformation of a society and, in this respect, all the actors must become 

involved. Chapter 2, nonetheless, left many questions unanswered. Consequently, 

Chapter 3 further developed and explored the focus on software and, more 

specifically, social capital.

Chapter 3 explored the social sustainability of shrinking cities and addressed the 

following research questions: 1) how do the inhabitants of shrinking cities 

experience shrinkage and how is this connected to their social capital and 2) how 

does the social capital of shrinking cities influence social sustainability? This 

chapter explored social sustainability based on examination of the social capital 
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indicators of the shrinking city of Heerlen, in the Netherlands. The results 

indicated that social sustainability can be facilitated by social capital, but external 

and internal drivers make this challenging. Some social capital assets were 

identified, such as strong place attachment. Moreover, inhabitants were found to 

have limited subjective experiences of shrinkage. However, responses to shrinkage 

were triggered if the issue related directly to their everyday environment. As 

expected, differences in perceptions of shrinkage were found between policy 

makers and citizens. Whereas policy makers experienced shrinkage as an urgent 

issue requiring immediate attention, citizens were generally untroubled by it. The 

conclusions drawn in Chapter 3 demonstrate the relevance of extending the 

definition of sustainability in shrinking cities to encompass its social aspects. 

Moreover, they emphasize the involvement of various stakeholders for social 

sustainability, thus requiring the trust building and citizen empowerment. 

Furthermore, a redefinition of participation to assign greater value to informal 

participation is called for. The need for policy making to become more in touch 

with the lifeworld of citizens and to acknowledge the value of informal 

participation was also noted.

Chapter 4 further investigated social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. 

The literature on OIAs was explored, as well as the relevance of the concept of path 

dependency to the dynamics of social capital. A case study of Blaenau Gwent (Wales) 

provided new insights into the ways civil society, that is people in an area, 

experience shrinkage and perceive the dynamics of social capital in shrinking 

OIAs. Chapter 4 started with reviewing the research on urban shrinkage and 

showing that previous studies were biased towards state actors. The focus of the 

chapter was therefore on civil society, operationalised as social capital. The chapter 

asserted that path-dependent processes are geographically relevant and historically 

constructed. A mono-economy history in the case study of Blaenau Gwent created 

paths expressed by a culture of rigid identity and dependency. The results further 

indicated that the lifeworld of citizens and their experience of shrinkage are 

affected by economic change. Subsequently, economic decline was explored as 

part of the process of social transformation. Moreover, the case studies showed 

that, although often restricted simply by cognitive lock-in, trust and flexibility are 

important when it comes to deviating from established paths. These case studies 

identified successful projects run by entrepreneurs. In this respect, entrepreneur-

ship can be understood as a type of empowerment that breaks away from a 

traditional path. Social capital can thus be understood as a functional concept 

that is driven from the bottom up by the self-interest of entrepreneurs but 

contributes to the community’s common goals. This modus operandi therefore 

clashes with traditional value systems and can enable transformation.
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The studies conducted in Chapters 3 and 4 examined civil society’s experiences of 

urban shrinkage and the dynamics of social capital. While Chapter 3 explored 

these matters from the point of view of social sustainability, Chapter 4 linked the 

discussion on urban shrinkage to the literature on OIAs. In both chapters, issues of 

governance emerged in the context of urban shrinkage as relevant but scarcely 

investigated. Chapter 5 aimed to shed more light on these issues by exploring the 

perspectives of civil society actors on the governance of urban shrinkage. This 

chapter conducted a comparative case study of Heerlen, in the Netherlands, and 

Blaenau Gwent, in Wales.

The results of the analysis in Chapter 5 showed that the experience of shrinkage is 

placed within everyday life and a local context. Some similarities were observed 

regarding the perspectives of civil society on the governance of shrinkage, such as 

mistrust towards formal actors. Additionally, strong place attachment and 

informal participation were identified as social capital assets. Chapter 5 then 

identified the welfare state as an important factor in understanding the differences 

in the perception of responsibilities among different actors. Most significantly, 

numerous differences between the two cases amplified the conclusion that urban 

shrinkage is particularly context related. For example, differences were identified 

in the perception of responsibilities among different actors: whereas, in Heerlen, a 

greater dependency on the government was witnessed, in Blaenau Gwent, a more 

self-reliant attitude was observed. The chapter therefore argued that policy must 

very carefully consider the specific context when making plans for these areas and 

centre these plans around the needs and experiences of the local people. With 

regards to governance, policy recommendations were given to stay in close touch 

with the everyday lives of citizens and to pay more attention to institutional, 

social, and cultural evolution.

6.1.1 Goals and research questions
Three goals motivated this thesis: 1) to contribute to the conceptualization and 

development of the concept of urban shrinkage, 2) to explore the experience of 

shrinkage of people in the area and the dynamics of social capital in the context of 

medium-sized shrinking urban areas, and 3) gain insight into how urban shrinkage 

impacts the sociocultural aspects of a society. Building on the conclusions of the 

previous chapters, as well as the elaborations presented in this final chapter, both 

research questions were answered and the research goals met. Below, the research 

questions are answered based on the studies in the previous chapters.
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Research question 1: How does civil society experience and react to urban 

shrinkage in medium-sized shrinking cities?

I started this research to contribute to the conceptualization of urban shrinkage 

(the first goal). This was accomplished by expanding the debate to encompass the 

experiences of civil society (the first question). These experiences reveal common 

patterns, that is the role they play in everyday life and in the local context. 

Inhabitants experience only limited consequences of shrinkage, but their response 

to it is triggered if the shrinkage issue or a problem is directly related to their 

environment or everyday life (see Chapters 3, 4 and 5).

 These key interpretations are relevant to the expansion of the conceptualization 

of urban shrinkage so that it encompasses the understandings of the people who 

experience it on a daily basis, that is, civil society. Nevertheless, these elements are 

only one aspect of a complete understanding of urban shrinkage. Multiple interpre-

tations of urban shrinkage arise in the empirical results of this study. As expected, 

different actors (playing different roles) have different definitions of situations and 

their own image of urban shrinkage. That is policy makers experience shrinkage as 

an urgent issue that requires immediate attention and emphasize only certain 

aspects of shrinkage (e.g. infrastructure problems and policy challenges). On the 

other hand, citizens are not generally troubled by shrinkage. When they do talk 

about shrinkage, they use a different vocabulary and attach different symbols to it, 

thus giving it different meanings. Most notably, common interpretations of urban 

shrinkage by inhabitants involve place attachment and rather positive meanings are 

given to the areas in question. Additionally, the implications of shrinkage for 

everyday life should be noted. Citizens’ perspective of urban shrinkage is placed 

within everyday life and a local context. Everyday life thus comprises the framework 

in which urban shrinkage is understood. The conceptualization of urban shrinkage 

and, therefore, policy making and so forth should stay closely in touch with the 

everyday lives of citizens and consider the implications of shrinkage in this context 

(for further elaboration, see Section 6.5).

Research question 2: What are the dynamics of social capital in the context  

of urban shrinkage?

The second question of this study focused on the dynamics of social capital in the 

context of urban shrinkage. In the theoretical discussion of Section 1.3, social capital 

was positioned within the framework of urban shrinkage. The literature also offers 

a number of interpretations of social capital. Various approaches to social capital 

explored in the introduction enabled the choice of indicators – namely, resources, 

participation, and empowerment – as a starting point for the exploration of social 

capital in the two case studies. This initial model enabled a deductive and therefore 

valuable beginning for exploring social capital in the context of shrinkage.
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In this study, I argue that the dynamics of social capital, the bond between 

individuals in the production of non-material goods and the achievement of 

non-material goals, can only be attained by first understanding the experiences of 

the inhabitants. That is, in the context of the development of shrinking cities, it is 

crucial to grasp how everyday life experiences translate into attachment, trust, 

and engagement. Based on the results of the previous chapters, a comparison of 

social capital in the context of urban shrinkage is conducted. Empirical evidence 

suggests that, although social capital indicators are generally comparable, the 

indicators vary. The indicators differed between the two case studies because of 

different traditions in organization and differences in institutional settings.

 The resources indicator refers to non-material resources, more specifically, place 

attachment and trust. In both case studies, the inhabitants reported positive place 

attachment and a strong sense of parochial belonging. Strong place attachment 

and informal participation were among the assets identified in the areas under 

investigation. Place was experienced as a resource and the inhabitants were troubled 

by negative images of their areas. Additionally, trust appears to be crucial for 

understanding social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. Low levels of trust 

towards institutions of power were characteristic of both case studies. Such institutional 

mistrust almost certainly formed when the local industries were dismantled 

(from the top down). Low levels of trust between state and civil society actors also 

present an obstacle to the transformation of shrinking urban areas and are 

exhibited through low levels of formal participation.

 The participation indicator sheds light on the involvement of individuals in 

formal and informal activities. This thesis was inspired by the development of 

civic action discourse and assumptions about civic engagement in shrinking cities. 

This discourse particularly refers to formalized forms of participation where 

citizens are expected to carry out the services that urban shrinkage has eliminated. 

In this thesis, I argue that civic action takes place on a continuum and, therefore, 

does not necessarily increase because of urban shrinkage. Moreover, the democratic 

aspects of civic action indicate problems and the need to empower civil society. 

Discourse on participation can be considered problematic if it ignores the 

inequality of the power relations between and within communities and the 

exclusion of different groups on the basis of, among other things, gender, age, or 

origin (Bock, 2018). Similarly, the empirical evidence of this thesis suggests the 

value of informal participation, which is also a valuable part of the daily lives of 

citizens and should be recognized as such. Portraying citizens as inactive (due to 

their limited participation in formal activities) is therefore undesirable, especially 

considering their efforts at informal participation. Additionally, local and 

provincial governments often expect initiatives alone to promote their logic, 

timing, and agenda. However, the complete withdrawal of governments in 
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anticipation of the actions of an energetic society (Horlings, 2017) is equally 

unlikely to increase participation in formal activities. Furthermore, the 

redefinition of participation to assign greater value to informal participation is 

called for. The only way to achieve this is for politics to become more in touch with 

the everyday lives of citizens, by acknowledging their experiences and sharing the 

powers as well as the responsibilities, in an indication of empowerment.

 The empowerment indicator showed how far people will go to take action. With 

regards to empowerment, path-dependent developments were observed that refer 

to citizens’ expectations and behaviours. Low levels of trust add to the lack of 

empowerment, such that inhabitants feel they do not have a voice (or their voice 

will not be heard by state actors) and can do nothing to affect urban shrinkage. 

Additionally, the need to redistribute responsibilities between state actors and 

civil society was emphasized. However, differences between the case studies were 

observed, where the inhabitants of Blaenau Gwent were generally more inclined to 

take (political) action to initiate change, this was less apparent in Heerlen. This 

difference can be interpreted against the historical role of strong unions in 

Blaenau Gwent and of the Church in Heerlen during their industrial development 

(see Chapter 5). Solutions to urban shrinkage should also be sensitive to the 

path-dependent nature of citizens’ empowerment. At the same time, stronger 

participation in civil society organizations can be observed in Heerlen.

6.2 Concluding observations

The results in the previous chapters and the main findings of this thesis pave the 

way for the overreaching conclusions explored below on the basis of four 

observations.

Observation 1: A growth-oriented interpretation limits the understanding of  
the case study areas.
Experiences of urban shrinkage by civil society indicate rich interpretations 

embedded in specific context and everyday life. Expansion of the interpretation of 

shrinkage to encompass the understandings of civil society was identified as 

lacking and necessary in the shrinking cities debate (Chapter 1). That is, shrinking 

cities have been interpreted and assessed by quantitative indicators primarily 

from a growth perspective. At the same time, a critique of the growth paradigm 

has been a topic of discussion for many scholars engaged in the shrinking cities 

debate (Bernt et al., 2014; Pallagst, 2019; Wiechmann & Bontje, 2015). Emphasis on 

a growth paradigm implies a focus on what shrinking cities are not: primarily in 

demographic terms (fewer and more disadvantaged people), economic performance 
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that lags behind growth regions, and, often, a non-central geographical position. 

Similarly, policy makers regularly interpret urban shrinkage in the context of 

capitalism, where the primary focus is the area’s economic performance. Therefore 

a prevailing image of shrinking cities is one of multiple disadvantages. In this 

respect, shrinking cities are assessed with measures that are applicable in a 

growth context. Urban shrinkage is therefore explored rather normatively, from 

the point of view of the binary opposition of growth versus shrinkage, which 

implies deficiencies in these areas when compared to the dominant growth 

paradigm. The term shrinking also has negative connotations (Vernez Moudon, 

2019). In the Dutch discussion of Meier, Reverda, and van der Wouw (2015), the 

terms Randstad and Randland37 describe well the dualism of winners and losers. 

However, this dialectic nature of understanding does not properly convey the 

complexity of the concept of urban shrinkage. Assessment through growth 

standards loads urban shrinkage with meanings and interpretations that do not 

necessarily involve the understandings of civil society. A great deal can therefore 

be said about these areas and their inhabitants. However: should these areas and 

its inhabitants be (continuously) assessed and defined by all the things that they 

are not? A simple iteration of the successful industrial history of these areas, 

followed by their current decline not only fails to provide a complete conceptual-

ization of these areas but also reiterates a narrative of decline and hopelessness.

 More importantly, such a limited dualistic conceptualization leads to a negative 

representation of these areas. For example in urban shrinkage, abandoned 

industrial sites dominate visual depictions of the city; that is once its industry is 

gone, the city comes to view and define itself in terms of failure and loss (Rhodes & 

Russo, 2013). Similarly, the results of this thesis indicate mindware issues (images 

of the area), that is, a distinction between the inhabitants’ internal experiences of 

an area and outsiders’ external image of the area (Ročak, 2018a). Whereas an 

outsider could perceive such areas as unappealing (external mindware), inhabitants 

have a different, more positive experience of such places, based on their lifeworld. 

Because of closeness to family, familiarity with the area, and the area’s natural 

beauty, these areas are perceived as pleasant places to live. However, even with 

positive internal mindware, external mindware is vital when people choose where 

to live (Hospers, 2010). A negative external mindware not only impacts inhabitants, 

making them want to leave the area or risk feeling inferior to others who live 

elsewhere, but can also affect the economic climate, with businesses choosing to 

37  The word Randstad is a well-established term denoting the center of the country, which encompasses 

the largest urban agglomerations of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Den Haag, and Utrecht. In 2015, 

Meier, Reverda and van der Wouw introduced the term Randland to describe the country’s border 

areas and outskirts in a play on the meaning of the words Rand (meaning border or outskirts) and 

land (meaning land). 
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avoid settling in the area (Ročak, 2018a). Therefore reconfiguring a shrinking 

city’s stigmatized image is crucial in creating positive outcomes (S. Kim, 2019).

 I agree with Pallagst (2019), who calls for a shift in perspective from urban 

shrinkage to urban qualities. In other words, one should look at the true qualities of 

these areas– for example the opportunities urban shrinkage provides, such as 

more green space and less pollution (G. Kim, 2016; Mulligan, 2014) – and not 

interpret them in terms of what they are not. Additionally, experimentation is 

called for in situations of urban shrinkage. In this respect, shrinkage offers 

prospects to develop new, possibly more sustainable approaches to maintaining 

the quality of life. The resources identified in this study also point towards 

opportunities, since the inhabitants are generally positively connected to their 

area. Relating to inhabitants’ everyday life experiences offers alternatives to the 

interpretation of urban shrinkage and a more optimistic view. Furthermore, it 

could be argued that urban shrinkage presents opportunities to redefine 

relationships in a society by empowering civil society. In conclusion, we should 

communicate that urban shrinkage areas have value in the dominant paradigm 

context of growth, even if this value has difficulty materializing economically 

(Bock, 2018). Endogenous qualities recognized in the everyday lives of the 

inhabitants – where the quality of life is interpreted in everyday language (Sennett, 

2018) – offer alternative perspectives that are vital to the development of a 

sustainable future for these areas.

UNDERSTANDING URBAN
Another aspect of urban shrinkage to consider is the definition of the word urban. In this thesis 

urban is understood as overall concept which includes cities and towns. When shrinking cities 

are discussed, images of megacities such as Detroit come to mind. However, many shrinking 

cities are much smaller and other aspects of the term urban are relevant. In this thesis, I have 

looked at shrinking urban areas, most of which in Europe are small to medium-sized towns. 

From a size perspective, then, the extent to which these places should be considered urban is 

debatable. Do the main characteristics of urban areas apply to these places? Although it could 

be argued that the criterion of a minimum size is fulfilled (Wirth, 1938), the empirical 

findings in this thesis show that the qualities of heterogeneity (Wirth, 1938) and diversity (in 

function; see Jacobs, 1961) are far from obvious. These towns, however, grew to this point 

during their industrial heyday, and this size is clearly no longer needed, so these towns are 

now decreasing in size. In terms of function, once an area’s industrial function is gone, the 

area struggles to find a new function. As for density, the case studies in this thesis are both 

exemplary for their many gaps (for example green areas in between housing, etc.). Furthermore, 

the heterogeneity of such areas is questionable, given path- dependent homogeneous industrial 

development. However, deindustrialization also means jobs are scarce and the area’s inhabitants 

are therefore not welcoming of newcomers, who are considered a threat, given limited job offers.
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Observation 2: For a holistic view of urban shrinkage it is important to consider 
everyday life in a specific context.
The previous chapters in this thesis have described the specific issues facing 

shrinking cities. Although both case studies had very similar selection criteria, 

the experience of shrinkage by civil society differed to a certain extent. This can 

be explained by the different historical and institutional context (Chapter 5) 

impacting the way different actors experience and react to urban shrinkage. 

Similar findings indicate that everyday life is the dominant framework in which 

to interpret urban shrinkage. Shrinkage is therefore not a given, but its relevant to 

the inhabitants within the context of everyday life. Therefore we cannot speak 

about the phenomenon of urban shrinkage from a civil society perspective, even 

though it does play a role in everyday life. However, this study’s empirical findings 

indicate that context is very important when it comes to the experience of 

shrinkage. This thesis therefore shows that one should be very cautious when 

making generalizations about urban shrinkage. The phenomenon of urban 

shrinkage is embedded within specific historical and institutional settings and is 

therefore very context oriented and cannot be simplified to several generalizable 

indicators or captured in all-encompassing definitions.

 The relevance of the quality of daily life and the community in the planning 

for shrinking cities is gaining more academic recognition (S. Kim, 2019). Similarly, 

in this thesis, I argue that civil society’s experiences of urban shrinkage present a 

valuable, rich understanding of these places that offers more versatile interpretation 

possibilities as opposed to only ones based on, for example, quantitative indicators. 

These understandings can, moreover, offer alternative conceptualizations for 

policy makers and indicate frames of reference and potential future policy 

directions to ensure the sustainability of these areas. Any attempt to impose a 

particular, singular understanding of a place can never completely succeed, since 

places should be seen as a set of constantly shifting social relations (Massey, 1995). 

Moreover, by adopting the interpretations of urban shrinkage of the affected 

inhabitants, we acknowledge the sociocultural construction of urban shrinkage. 

Therefore to conceptualize shrinkage, one should start with an approach based on 

rather inductive experiences, as opposed to a deductive approach that looks at 

trends and attempts to translate these to everyday life. In this respect, an area 

affected by urban shrinkage is a social product or a complex social construction 

based on values and the social production of meanings that affect practices and 

perceptions. In other words, neither demographic, economic, nor geographic indicators 

alone should conceptualize these areas. Social practices and the experiences of the 

inhabitants define the identity of places (Bock, 2018). We can therefore argue that 

the perceptions of inhabitants are embedded in their prior knowledge and 

emotional and cognitive experiences of industry.
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Observation 3: The experience of shrinkage and the dynamics of social capital are 
formed around a collective identity based on deindustrialization.
The weight of the glorious past places a burden on civil society and implies 

path-dependent actions regarding social capital. That is, identities are formed 

around a past that is often romanticized. The effects of deindustrialization on 

urban areas and communities have been extensively explored (e.g. Cowie, 2003; 

Lewis & High, 2007; Strangleman, 2017; Walkerdine, 2016). Strangleman, Rhodes, 

and Linkon (2014, p. 20) argue that deindustrialization influences ‘how people in 

specific locations understand the past, experience the present, and […] imagine the 

future’. Deindustrialization can thus be understood as a living, multidimensional, 

and ongoing process (Mah, 2012). Together with industry, in the cases explored, 

social cohesion, identification bases, and other frameworks around which societies 

are arranged have also disappeared. In other words, in industrial towns, (mono)

industry has provided a basis for economic development, as well as a sense of local 

identity (Rhodes & Russo, 2013). Industrial societies and the case studies explored 

reveal clear frameworks for the organization of a society (e.g. hierarchy and role 

division). Moreover, industry provides the potential for identification and 

functional ties (Zijderveld, 1998), since it has enabled the development of a 

collective identity that is still observable nowadays, as explored in this thesis 

(Chapters 3, 4 and 5). In this thesis, I asserted that inhabitants in shrinking urban 

areas cannot identify with urban shrinkage, as they could with industries. Hard 

institutions that used to be prominent in their industrial heyday have disappeared 

but have not been replaced by another strong identification point. The current 

market economy in such areas cannot give the inhabitants a comparable basis for 

identification. The loss of industry has meant the loss of a predictable social 

context, a source of meaning and emotional attachment (Marris, 1986). Similarly, 

Bluestone and Harrison (1982, p. 65) talk about ‘social trauma’. In this respect, a 

sense of loss is implied (Marris, 1986), where the inhabitants are (still) drawn 

towards an industrial collective identity, even though the industries have 

disappeared. The continued pursuit of an industrial identity is therefore 

unsatisfactory, although there is no perceived alternative. A kind of ambivalence 

is present, with a desire to embrace the new coupled with a tendency to hang on to 

the old (Marris, 1986). In other words, aspects of the past are rejected, recovered, 

rearticulated, and reconstructed in relation to a shifting economic, social, and 

cultural context (Rhodes & Russo, 2013, p. 55).

 Based on the findings in Chapters 4 and 5 these areas could be labelled as 

dominated by a past orientation; that is, the collective identity in these cases 

indicates an orientation towards the past. Hospers and Reverda (2015) argue that 

the past plays a vital role in shrinking societies. Shrinkage is embedded in a 

path-dependent context in which civil society members refer more to the past 
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than to the future. Images of the community in the past act as a defence mechanism 

against an unstable present (Blokland, 2001; Degnen, 2005). However, it would be 

wrong to state that the community exists only in a traditional form; this distinction 

is not bipolar and these polarities are not adequate analytical tools (Blokland, 

2017). Similarly, such memories of the past and the reiteration of past glory can be 

interpreted in at least two ways, benign and destructive (e.g. in terms of disabling  

a society’s transformative power by holding on to the unsustainable ideals of 

large-scale industrial rescuers). On the other hand, it should be noted that a 

community is redeveloped through its shared memories and landmarks in the 

area. In this sense, an orientation towards the past cannot be interpreted as (only) 

negative. A perspective of the future of these shrinking cities must therefore 

include an examination of their past with a view towards their sustainability.

Observation 4: A sustainable future for shrinking urban areas requires close 
consideration of civil society.
Urban shrinkage challenges the way we think about planning and the liveability 

of an area. Although problematic for policy makers, shrinking cities are here to 

stay. In other words, fewer people will (want to) live in medium-sized and small 

cities, which will result in population decline. The previous Section asserted that 

shrinking cities require a critical approach towards the definition of a successful 

urban area and how it should develop, as well as a critical view of how the 

inhabitants experience the area and their needs in this respect. That is, the 

examination of shrinking cities from only the point of view of population and 

economic growth is not only limited but also unsustainable. Moreover, orientation 

towards the past can imply an unsustainable scenario for these areas and 

growth-oriented interpretations imply poor development prospects.

 Sustainability, in this respect, is a long-term vision for the future of shrinking 

cities and implies that positive quality of life outcomes must be provided for people 

of both different means and backgrounds (Agyeman, 2013). A long-term orientation  

is essential for a sustainable future. Moreover, the definition of resources in shrinking 

cities should be extended with non-material resources. Social capital can thus be 

considered a resource. However, there are also significant limitations to consider, 

as discussed in previous chapters.

 Nowadays, in the interpretation of urban shrinkage, the focus is on economic 

and governance performance, with ideas about including civil society in planning. 

However, this single interpretation does not address the rights of residents to 

define their own developmental goals or their engagement in realizing them 

(Bock, 2018). Similarly, the construction of public–private partnerships is central 

to the sustainability discussion (Herrmann et al., 2016). In this respect, the demise 

of industries has not only prompted a search for new economic possibilities, but also 
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demands new representational strategies (Linkon & Russo, 2002). This thesis has 

touched upon governance issues that are the basis for the planning and social 

transformation of these areas. In this respect, governance can be considered a 

process of transformation relevant to the long-term orientation and sustainability of 

shrinking cities. In the words of Jacobs (1961): when cities are created by everybody, 

then they have an ability of providing something for everybody. Therefore we need 

to extend the definition of sustainability to fit shrinking cities.

 However, while the involvement of civil society in the planning is a good first 

step, it is not sufficient to restore the balance of stakeholders in shrinking cities. 

Shrinking urban areas need a more concrete rearrangement of the roles of 

different actors in a society. It can be argued that new forms of co-steering between 

social, economic, and governmental actors are needed in the management of 

social change (Horlings, 2017), more specifically, by recognizing and adding civil 

society to the powerhouses of market and state. This process starts with taking the 

experiences of civil society seriously, which will require breaking away from a 

vision of the market and state as the main actors in a society. In other words, civil 

society is essential for a sustainable future. A sustainable city prioritizes bottom-up 

solutions rather than top-down controls and its governance structures have a 

more integrative approach to city management, with a decentralization function 

(Herrmann et al., 2016).

 Unquestionably, social transformation is a reality for most societies, since it is 

a part of the trajectory of any area. However, shrinking cities are more affected 

because they are no longer as connected to the dominating capitalist ways of today. 

When exploring the sociocultural transformation of shrinking cities, it should be 

noted that societies need time to evolve, changing their narratives, attitudes, 

beliefs, and norms and values (social capital). Although urban shrinkage, embedded  

in deindustrialization and globalization, introduces change within the area’s socio - 

cultural aspects, the industrial narrative continues to dominate. In this thesis,  

I have explored these sociocultural transitions based on social capital. In this 

respect, cultural change, initiated through deindustrialization, has instigated 

social change (behaviour patterns, values, and norms), implying adjustments in 

social capital. The empirical findings of this thesis indicate that, while the 

industrial narrative continues to dominate, there are cracks in the path; that is, signs of 

social change can be observed in the fact that citizens are acknowledging the need 

for change.

 This change refers particularly to changing responsibilities and governance 

arrangements. The need for transformation and different approaches is recognized  

by all actors. In this respect, experimentation is proposed as a relevant, necessary 

action for shrinking cities. In this thesis (Chapter 4), I showed that small 

experiments (using alternatives to established methods) can mean cracks in the 
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sociocultural developmental path, which can then trigger greater sociocultural 

changes. These small impulses are considered a symbol of a (sorely needed) 

transformation to modernize society and find a new paradigm for the sustainable 

future of shrinking urban areas. Moreover, to a certain extent, one can talk about 

sociocultural change as new methods of organization (due to alterations in 

industrial relations and population composition), such as changes in the relations 

between formal and informal actors (see Chapters 2 to 5).

 In conclusion, in this thesis, I have proposed a further conceptualization of 

urban shrinkage to include the experiences of citizens and an examination of the 

dynamics of social capital. The thesis shows that urban shrinkage indeed deserves 

broader conceptualization. The approach it presented can be a promising alternative to 

the analysis of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage, since it can shed 

light on sociocultural developments in shrinking cities. Inhabitants’ interactions 

(social capital) create the meaning of urban shrinkage (in the context of everyday 

life). This thesis shows that social capital is most certainly not a panacea that can 

save shrinking cities. The dynamics of social capital present the opportunities and 

threats in the planning and (sociocultural) sustainable transformation of a society.

6.3 Methods

This study aimed to explore citizens’ experiences and social capital in the context 

of urban shrinkage in different cases. The methodology is considered appropriate, 

since it has led to adequate results. At the same time, however, the research implied 

choices that have both merits and drawbacks, which will be discussed below.

6.3.1 Comparative case study
Due to a social constructivist starting point and the explorative nature of this 

research, a case study method was considered appropriate. Such a method enabled 

insight into the experiences of urban shrinkage and dynamics of social capital in 

the two exemplary cases of Heerlen and Blaenau Gwent. The added value of a case 

study is that local and contextual factors are considered, thus creating context- 

dependent knowledge (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This method was also considered 

appropriate because urban shrinkage is not a clear-cut phenomenon, since it 

occurs within a social world. Additionally, in this thesis, the repetition of a case 

study is considered a well-planned and solid strategy. Namely, it enabled the 

validation of results and further development of the conceptualization of social 

capital in the context of urban shrinkage.

 Nevertheless, a case study approach has its limitations. Case studies are 

regularly criticized, mostly from a positivist stance (Andrade, 2009), for lacking 
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sufficient precision, objectivity, and rigour. For example, the differences in the 

cases and results can be explained by more than one factor and one can never be 

sure that all the relevant factors have been identified. In other words, interference 

is inherent to the methodology of this research. Although I have offered some 

explanations, I am aware they are not comprehensive or exclusive but a search for 

causal relations is beyond the scope of this study. Another common critique of case 

studies is that one cannot generalize on the basis of individual cases (Flyvbjerg, 

2006); that is, practices from elsewhere are inspiring but shrinking cities follow 

distinctive trajectories (Elzerman & Bontje, 2015; Wolff & Wiechmann, 2017). 

Similarly, the empirical findings of this study emphasize the relevance of local 

context. Although some general trends were observed, each case is particular and 

specific. Therefore we cannot talk about generalization but we can advance 

knowledge on urban shrinkage through an examination of individual cases.

 Another frequent critique of case studies and qualitative research, in general, 

is that they are biased towards verification (Flyvbjerg, 2006) and thus have a 

tendency to confirm researchers’ preconceived notions. As a researcher, I spent 

significant amounts of time collecting data in both cases to ensure their proximity 

to reality. I also used various sources to allow for an appropriate examination. 

Moreover, I tried to stay close to the lifeworld of citizens by interviewing them in 

their own environment and asking about their own experiences of the area. This 

approach led to learning processes as a prerequisite to an advanced understanding 

of the phenomenon under investigation. In this respect, the studies in this thesis 

were layered, information rich, and therefore not amenable to simple verification. 

Furthermore, it can be argued that bias towards verification criticism sensitizes 

the researcher. I was therefore careful not to predetermine all the topics to discuss 

in the interviews. My approach allowed for both deductive and inductive elements. 

The data collection and analysis were thus guided by preconceived themes but, 

due to the semi-structured nature of the interviews, there was room to explore 

emerging topics.

 The comparative case study approach of this thesis has led to a better under -

standing of experiences of shrinkage and the dynamics of social capital, since it 

enabled an examination from different perspectives. The comparative approach, 

both geographically (with geographically similar cases) and theoretically (with 

the same concepts), in this study enabled the analysis by revealing the similarities 

and differences between the cases and their interpretation. The purpose of the 

comparative analysis, to understand particular outcomes regarding social capital 

in the context of urban shrinkage, was thus fulfilled.

 The selection criteria for the cases were carefully developed, based on the 

literature on urban shrinkage, focusing on so-called typical shrinking cities.  

The criteria thus included medium-sized European towns with a history of dein-
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dustrialization and continuous shrinkage (see Chapter 5), characteristics that are 

also relevant to shrinking urban areas in Northwest Europe. The cases studied 

were therefore similar in these key characteristics. At first glance, then, these 

characteristics made the development in both urban areas comparable; however, 

in practice, their local realities differed in many respects (see Section 5.3.3). The 

challenge in comparing different geographical areas is not only statistical but 

also, for example geographical and historical. Therefore it is important to 

understand that cities are not physically fixed (Bernt, 2016). Places should be 

understood as relationally constituted, polyvalent processes embedded within a 

broader set of social relations (Bernt, 2016; Massey, 1984). However, such a 

comparison must be attempted, since merely focusing on statistically given areas 

can seriously limit our analysis and knowledge generation. Furthermore, the local 

scale of the cases I examined is not fixed; it is socially generated, modified, and 

changeable. Therefore a focus on towns as units of analysis could lead to the trap 

of place centrism (Jessop, Brenner, & Jones, 2008). Consequently, following the 

study’s interpretivist approach, I focused on the areas defined by the interviewees 

themselves. This meant places that were close to them, often neighbourhoods and 

town centres.

6.3.2 Interviews
Interviews were chosen as the main data collection method. The interviews 

facilitated the in-depth study of the stakeholders involved in shrinking cities, 

including their motivations, actions, and limitations. This approach is in line with 

the social constructivist stance explored in the introduction. The interviews thus 

enabled a constructive understanding involving a conversational approach to 

social research (Kvale, 1996) and provided in-depth data appropriate for the goals 

of this study. However, this approach has limitations.

 The interview sample enabled a broad examination of the main issues under 

investigation while allowing room for further elaboration. Suitable interviewees 

were selected, so that each ‘has the knowledge and experience the researcher 

requires, has the ability to reflect, is articulate, has the time to be interviewed, and 

is willing to participate in the study’ (Morse, 1994, p. 228). However, this approach 

has its limitations. For example, it could be argued that the sample has both 

limited size and breadth. Only limited numbers of community members could be 

interviewed, since one researcher can interview only so many people in a limited 

amount of time. I chose the sample to reflect the demography of the area, as well 

as the different groups represented in the different roles (for example see Chapter 5). 

That is, if an interpretive researcher wants to create an integral and persuasive 

piece of research around a phenomenon, each participant’s different perspectives 

should be included (Andrade, 2009). Thus, the sample was comprehensive and 
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sufficiently diverse to provide insight into the themes under investigation and 

thus achieve the goals of this study.

 Furthermore, interviews in a comparative context present the challenge of 

research in a foreign language and its implications for the research and translation 

process (Smith, 1996). The terminology used in the different cases varied, which 

required special attention when translating the interview protocol. Nevertheless, 

the emphasis of this research was on the ‘interpretation of meanings which relate 

to social context and situations’ (Smith, 1996, p. 162). That is, the semi-structured 

nature of the interviews enabled further elaboration of the concepts and an 

inductive exploration of themes under investigation as understood by the 

inhabitants. Similarly, comparative research offers the challenge of interviewing 

people of different backgrounds. I attempted to use a sample that reflected the 

population of the area, so that individuals of different backgrounds (e.g. educational 

background) were interviewed. Such diversity in the sample meant that the 

interview questions required careful formulation and wording. Nevertheless, as a 

data collection method, the semi-structured interviews offered flexibility in addressing 

these challenges by rephrasing the questions and allowing the interviewees’ own 

interpretations. Moreover, the everyday context of the interviews enabled closeness 

to the lifeworld of the interviewees, where they felt the most comfortable. Kvale 

(1996, p. 3) describes the travelling interviewer as one who ‘wanders along with 

the local inhabitants, asks questions that lead the subjects to tell their own stories 

of their lived world, and converses with them’.

Positionality is a crucial aspect of any qualitative research, even more so, I argue, 

when it comes to international comparisons. It is therefore important to be aware 

of the potential challenges and opportunities of one’s positionality. The researcher 

needs to be aware of any positional factors influencing her research, whether as a 

foreigner in the area or as a local (Cunningham-Sabot, 1999), which implies the 

researcher is framed by participants in both social and cultural contexts. In both 

case studies, I was perceived as an outsider, in Heerlen because of my non-Dutch 

background and in Wales even more so, since I was not Welsh or a Welsh resident. 

These perceptions of me by the interviewees had advantages, because I easily 

obtained information; that is, the interviewees were fairly easy to access and were 

happy to provide me with information on the area. However, there was a trade-off, 

with the interviewees anticipating what I might be interested in and thus sharing 

many stories on the area’s history. This implied I had to refer back to my interview 

protocol regularly and pay special attention to following it. Further on, a critique 

of foreign researchers is relevant in terms of understanding case study information, 

given their lack of knowledge of local contexts (Cunningham-Sabot, 1999). 

I therefore attempted to overcome these limitations by triangulating my data  
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with different sources of evidence and by staying close to the lifeworld of the 

interviewees, as stated above. On the other hand, being a foreign researcher also 

enabled reflexivity, since initial detachment from local context could provide an 

unbiased starting point for the researcher.

 A thorough consideration of ethical aspects is crucial in any research. I made 

sure the interviewees consented to the interviews and were able to withdraw from 

the study at any time. Moreover, the data were secured and stored according to the 

data management requirements of Radboud University and as detailed in my data 

management plan. Further information on the ethical aspects of this research can 

be found in the previous chapters.

6.4 Suggestions for future research

This thesis has provided insight into inhabitants’ experience of shrinkage and 

social capital indicators in two medium-sized shrinking urban areas, Heerlen and 

Blaenau Gwent. Various approaches to social capital were examined to understand 

how their underlying assumptions work in the context of urban shrinkage, which, 

in this thesis, were understood as contextual factors (Bernt, 2016). The findings of 

this research are promising and a good starting point for a better understanding 

of inhabitants’ experiences and social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. 

However, it is clear that more work needs to be done on the measurement and 

analysis of social capital and its relation to urban shrinkage. Research on these 

issues is largely ignored by the literature and this thesis investigated them with 

only limited scope. Similarly, the study’s explorative nature raised many questions 

for future research that will be explored below. Further development of these 

research topics would be beneficial for the academic community and for policy 

makers addressing the challenges of shrinking cities, specifically, those due to 

institutional changes (Divjak & Forbici, 2017) and demographic changes (Eurostat, 

2018), implying the continuous relevance of social capital in the context of urban 

shrinkage.

 I argue that more research is needed to develop the topic of shrinking cities in 

Europe in general and the civil society perspective on urban shrinkage in particular. 

Urban shrinkage raises questions as to how to restore the balance between the 

different players in society, namely, civil society, the state, and the market 

(Reverda, 2004). Nowadays, emphasis is placed on the state and the market, where, 

in the context of urban shrinkage, civil society receives more attention in terms of 

requests posed on it (as explored in the introduction and Chapter 2). However, the 

questions remain as to how to enable the balance between these actors and a 

sustainable future for shrinking cities, with civil society as a vital player? If 
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balance were restored, could shrinking cities have more of a chance for a 

sustainable future and maybe thus serve as examples for other urban areas 

confronted with the same challenges? This could facilitate the reorientation of the 

research to better address the challenges and provide profound analyses of 

dynamic developments in diverse but, in a way, still similar shrinking urban 

areas. Extending the conceptualization of the social at the centre of research on 

urban shrinkage could thus enrich the research agenda, open up new fields of 

study, and connect shrinkage to sociological scholarship in general. In this respect, 

the term social refers to interactions among people in the specific context of urban 

shrinkage. Additionally, this research has shown that the consideration of local 

context is important. Whatever the questions are, therefore, an additional 

literature search into specific local shrinkage aspects in other contexts is necessary. 

Moreover, I make a plea from more attention for ordinary places (Ash & Stephen, 

1997; Benneworth, 2003). This is true for much of (geographical) research, but even 

more so when it comes to research on urban shrinkage. Many shrinking urban 

areas in Europe are not very well known or popular places. However, many people 

live there and these areas therefore deserve to be investigated. Similarly, these 

places could serve as examples from which to draw lessons for other places facing 

similar challenges. Alongside these more general remarks, several specific recom-

mendations for future research are now provided.

 First, attention to and wider acceptance of the relevance of sociocultural factors in 

the development of shrinking cities are needed. More attention to the social and 

cultural evolution of such areas would improve our understanding of urban 

shrinkage. For example, it would be interesting to explore which sociocultural 

factors contribute to path-dependent developments and which to breaking with 

established paths. Additionally, it would be interesting to explore the power ratios 

and symbolic power as a mode of sociocultural domination (Bourdieu, 2010) and 

their impact on (path-dependent) developments in shrinking cities.

 In line with Chapter 2, it can be said that the policy interventions related to 

shrinkage have been focusing on hardware. Similarly, Chapter 4 showed that state 

actors garner most of the attention on shrinkage, neglecting informal actors and 

the software aspects of shrinkage. Moreover, by considering the experiences of 

informal actors, more comprehensive meanings of urban shrinkage could be 

developed. Therefore continuous research in the experiences of shrinkage of 

informal actors and an examination of their narratives of urban shrinkage are of 

great importance. In particular, it would be relevant to research how the relation 

between social capital and urban shrinkage can be understood and stimulated to 

contribute to solutions for the more sustainable future of shrinking urban areas. 

This thesis partially answered some of these questions, but there is a room for 

further exploration. Moreover, it would be interesting for future research to 
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examine the experiences of specific groups within civil society, which would allow 

for more specific views and, ultimately, more appropriate policy reactions.

 Chapter 2 revealed scenarios of civic action in the context of urban shrinkage. 

A great deal has been written on successful examples of civic action. However, the 

specific mechanisms of civic action in the context of urban shrinkage have not yet 

been explored in detail. A second suggestion for further research, therefore, 

concerns deeper examination of the mechanisms behind civic action and its success and 

failure factors, within the context of urban shrinkage. Understanding these 

mechanisms of civic action in the context of urban shrinkage would enable 

scholars to develop more precise understandings of its development and workings. 

Moreover, this would facilitate the appropriate policy approach to tackle urban 

shrinkage and novel methods for its governance. The following questions would 

therefore be interesting to explore: What are the effects of civic action on the 

quality of life in the context of urban shrinkage and what are its respective 

mechanisms? How does civic action function in the context of urban shrinkage? 

How are the success and failure of civic action in the context of urban shrinkage 

defined? And what are the success and failure factors of civic action?

 More research into the role of key persons and related power relations within civil 

society is also desirable. When self-reliance and social capital are called upon, the 

potential for intervention rests on the shoulders of a few individuals. Although 

this thesis has provided insights into the relevance of local leaders (see Chapter 4), 

more knowledge about their role in the context of urban shrinkage and on social 

capital is necessary. The following questions could be examined further: What is 

the role of local leaders regarding the dynamics of communal social capital in the 

context of urban shrinkage? And how do local leaders impact the sociocultural 

transformation of shrinking cities?

 Chapter 5 sheds light on governance arrangements in shrinking cities. Issues of 

governance are vital to the sustainable future of shrinking cities (A. Haase et al., 

2016a, 2016b; A. Haase et al., 2014; Rink et al., 2009). Much of the development of 

the cases studied in this thesis depend and will continue to depend on different 

stakeholders, including governments (national and local), civil society, and the 

market (i.e. entrepreneurs). In this respect, issues of power and changes in local 

autonomy and responsibilities among stakeholders are crucial in the debate on 

shrinkage. In particular, participatory governance (with responsibilities towards 

civil society) has implications for democracies. How this takes place in the context 

of urban shrinkage was touched upon in this thesis, but there is still room for the 

topic’s further elaboration and development. Questions such as: how shrinkage 

impacts changes in local power distribution? are of interest in further exploration. 

Similarly, this thesis raised issues of citizen empowerment embedded in the 

traditional nature of these communities. Empowerment is deemed important for 
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an area’s sustainable future and it is therefore crucial to continue researching this 

issue, particularly in relation to governance. For example, one could examine 

questions such as how should inhabitants be empowered? What roles should 

policy makers adopt to enable empowerment of the citizens? And what are the 

dynamics of empowerment?

 Chapter 5 sheds light on the relevance of welfare state arrangements in the 

experiences of shrinking cities and perceptions of governance. The findings are 

relevant from a governance point of view, but also because shrinking cities suffer 

from low socioeconomic status. The following questions would therefore be 

interesting to explore: What is the role of welfare state arrangements in terms of 

urban shrinkage? And what are the dynamics of welfare state arrangements and 

the precariat in shrinking cities?

 Finally, this thesis provided insights into the dynamics of social capital in the 

context of urban shrinkage. The next step is to further determine and validate the 

indicators according to specific institutional and spatial contexts.

6.5 Recommendations for practice

6.5.1 Merits and contingencies of lesson drawing
Many policies and projects have been conducted in shrinking cities through the 

years, ranging from spatial redevelopment to cultural events. A critique of these 

activities is that they are often arbitrary. A need for substantiated policy approaches 

to urban shrinkage is therefore emphasized. In this thesis, I looked at two time- 

and place-specific cases. Urban areas transform in different ways and no single 

model can be applied everywhere. The possibility of learning by comparison is 

based on contingencies or preconditions that affect the possibility of transferabil-

ity of a (policy) initiative (Rose, 1993). These contingencies can be organized around 

three categories: institutional, financial, and structural (Hospers & Beugelsdijk, 

2002). Therefore the scope for transferring results is limited by an array of factors 

(A. Haase et al., 2016a). In this thesis, the aim of the comparison is therefore not to 

copy ideas from one place to another but to identify opportunities to learn from 

the experiences of others. Based on the results of this thesis, several recommenda-

tions can be made, particularly for local policy makers and planners. These recom-

mendations relate to the development of medium-sized shrinking urban areas in 

relation to the experience of urban shrinkage of citizens and social capital. These 

suggestions thus relate to (creating) a sustainable future for medium-sized 

shrinking urban areas and should advance planning practice and strategies for 

shrinking cities.
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6.5.2 Recommendation 1: Begin with the experience of citizens
Strategies tailored to specific local context are necessary to enable real change in 

shrinking cities. In this respect, the stories behind the numbers are relevant 

(Hospers & Reverda, 2015), since the priorities of inhabitants lie in their everyday 

lives, the initial context for sustainable development and change within a 

community. Rather than just using economic indicators to analyse shrinking 

urban areas, it is crucial to connect to the experiences of the community members 

and to consider the area’s non-material resources. This would add transformative, 

value-based, community-sensitive socio-spatial planning and enable resourceful 

communities to co-produce ‘better places’ (Horlings, 2017). For example, Chapters 

3, 4 and 5 showed how citizens experience shrinkage. It is clear that these 

experiences did not always match policy. Therefore, starting with the experience 

of citizens is crucial for the success of different strategies. Alternative narratives 

for these areas can thus emerge, based on the everyday life of the people in the 

area. In this respect, a more complete picture of an area can be achieved and 

alternative future scenarios developed. I argue that the approach adopted by, 

for example, Gehl (2010) and Jacobs (1961) is appropriate for developing and 

implementing policies in shrinking urban areas. Focusing on the so-called human 

dimension of cities at the eye level of citizens is crucial in this respect. It enables the 

development of people-based strategies that are embedded in the everyday lives of 

the community members. Place-sensitive policies should therefore enable 

development and thus provide opportunities for the area’s inhabitants (Rodríguez-

Pose, 2018). That is, policy can facilitate and connect better to endogenous resources.

 In practice, citizens are not commonly consulted regarding policies relating 

to shrinkage. Involving citizens is always problematic, due to low levels of trust, as 

discussed in previous chapters. However, it is crucial that the inhabitants feel 

heard and taken seriously. The risk of not starting with the experience of citizens 

is that they will feel validated in their mistrust towards the state and will therefore 

be reluctant to support its policies. This, in turn, can cause a revolt against the 

status quo through a wave of political populism (Rodríguez-Pose, 2018). Therefore, 

an approach that does not consider the experiences of citizens embedded in the 

local sociocultural context will be ineffective. Putting people first, connecting to 

the experiences and priorities of the inhabitants, using everyday language (Sennett, 

2018), and starting small are all crucial factors to achieve any type of change (S. 

Kim, 2019). Similarly, it is also vital that policy makers connect to those who are 

not usually represented and try to involve them in discussions on shrinkage to 

develop acceptable and reasonable plans and create commitment. Moreover, the 

danger of not involving everyone (e.g. talking only to the elite) can create even 

greater inequality between the different groups and areas. Communities can 

become involved through a communication approach that fits their needs. 
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Informing people via a website is often insufficient (especially given their low 

levels of trust). Similarly, communication with the different groups is essential (i.e. 

with regards to transparency in processes and flexibility in rules). Yet, it is 

important to realize that not all members of the community will be satisfied or 

can or want to be consulted. This point brings me to the second recommendation: 

key individuals should be used as connectors between the different actors.

6.5.3 Recommendation 2: Do not forget the importance of key persons
To achieve the first recommendation, it is crucial to find the right way to come into 

meaningful contact with the members of the community. This thesis has asserted 

that small impulses in social capital come from key persons, or agents of change. One 

should therefore consider the role of key persons who can enable and facilitate the 

first recommendation. These persons, whether inhabitants, entrepreneurs, or civil 

servants, are the key to successful initiatives in shrinking cities. They are greatly 

needed in urban areas facing shrinkage, since they can facilitate (greatly needed) 

change, even if their actions are ‘only the first of many steps needed’ (Waddock & 

Post, 1991, p. 395) in the process of creating a sustainable area. These individuals 

catalyse both community and economic development by connecting people and 

making the most of the community’s networks and resources. These so-called 

‘urban connectors’ (S. Kim, 2019, p. 55) are recognized in the community as being 

trustworthy. They can therefore mediate between formal actors and civil society, 

speaking the language of both parties and making it easier for actors of civil 

society to find their way through what are often perceived as very complex rules 

and regulations. They directly address social capital, in that they build on trust 

between citizens and representatives of formal actors, who empower citizens and 

encourage participation. These individuals, driven by the will to improve their 

area, know what is happening in their community and what it needs. Insight into 

the statutory processes and connections with local policy makers allow such 

persons to span boundaries, operating on and through the boundary between 

formal and informal actors (Van Hulst, De Graaf, & Van den Brink, 2012). Hence, 

an urban connector can oversee the complex interface between people, policies, 

and systems. Being appreciated by different parties and enjoying high levels of 

trust from different actors make key persons irreplaceable in terms of strategies 

for shrinking cities. In Chapter 4, I provided several examples of the role, influence, 

and impact of these key persons.

 Nevertheless, we need to reconsider the democratic representation of key 

persons. As mediators between formal and informal actors, these individuals also 

enjoy (social) power. One should therefore be aware of unequal power relations 

between and within communities and the exclusion of different groups based 

on specific characteristics (e.g. gender, age, origin; see Bock, 2018). A crucial 
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characteristic of such a key person is thus that the person is open to change and 

to the involvement of all members of the community. In other words, these 

individuals are not participating in a community to (re)establish their own status 

but to connect community members who are not usually connected. Social capital 

therefore spills over and reaches beyond elite gatherings (Safford, 2004). Similarly, 

Mannheim (1936/2015) distinguished between ideological and utopian thinking 

in societies. Ideological thinking is linked to individuals with an interest in 

maintaining the existing balance of power and power relations, since their 

interests are best represented under these circumstances. Utopian thinkers, on the 

other hand, do not benefit from the existing order and division of power and 

strive to implement changes to better their situation. Typically, younger people are 

utopian thinkers, as opposed to older people, who tend to be ideological thinkers 

(Reverda, 2014). Additionally, considering the fact these areas are faced with an 

ageing population, they could be more oriented towards the past and thus need to 

embrace more utopian thinking to enable transformation. This aspect is therefore 

crucial to consider when identifying key persons. At the same time, the experience 

and knowledge of the elderly should be seen as a resource (Reverda, 2014) which 

could be viewed as a basis for future innovation and the development of future 

scenarios for shrinking urban areas.

6.5.4   Recommendation 3: Make use of experimentation when 
tackling issues in shrinking cities

Experimentation, that is trying out new ideas or approaches for old problems, can 

be seen as a desirable approach to tackle the issues of shrinking cities. In such 

areas, experimentation is not only desired but also possible because of the charac-

teristics of shrinkage (e.g. vacant properties can be used for different innovative 

projects). However, despite some small efforts, these shrinking urban areas have 

not embraced (large-scale) experimentation as a strategy. This could be related to 

past orientation, as explained earlier. Moreover, it could be hypothesized that, 

possibly due to ageing, the power in these areas is in the hands of the elderly (‘grey 

power’), who are not inclined to experiment or change.

 Experimentation in the context of urban shrinkage should be understood as 

the search for small-scale alternatives rather than wide-scale transformations. 

Shrinking urban areas can therefore be viewed as a laboratory for the development 

of new knowledge and approaches to address many contemporary problems. Small 

advances from these experiments could contribute to social innovation and thus 

modernization of the area (see Chapters 4 and 5 for a discussion on the limitations 

of the traditional nature of shrinking urban areas) and can therefore be seen as 

seeds of change (Horlings, 2017). I thus agree with Bock (2016b), who calls for  

more attention on social innovation. Social innovation, in this respect, implies the 
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involvement of various stakeholders, such as in cooperation with the state, 

inhabitants, organizations, and businesses, to solve the problems faced by 

shrinking urban areas. Social innovation, thus, involves new solutions that 

simultaneously meet a social need and lead to new or improved capabilities and 

relationships and the better use of assets and resources (Tepsie, 2012). At the same 

time, we should not consider experimentation as a solution to stop shrinkage; 

rather, we should think about the small cracks in the path and every day solutions 

that can be adapted to these areas – socially sustainable solutions where various 

stakeholders work together to enable the quality of life and transformation.

 However, experimentation should not be carried out from a growth perspective 

(i.e. making sure the area grows again) but, rather, from the eye level: for example, 

what experiments are relevant to the community and can they be used to their 

full potential? What are the working principles of these projects and how can we 

best learn from them? Scaling up successful projects or their elements could 

provide momentum to the area and critical mass to enable change and a positive 

outcome. However, scaling up such projects should not be a goal in itself and 

should only happen when circumstances, institutions, and politics permit (S. Kim, 

2019). These projects should therefore be carried out cautiously, considering local 

conditions and connecting to the local needs as experienced by citizens. It is 

therefore crucial to understand the relevance of the specificities of local context 

and that experiments cannot simply be transferred to a different context.

 The limitations of experimentation should also be considered. Small-scale 

experiments usually reach only small numbers of people. In this respect, there is 

a danger that civic action is not for the underprivileged but an instrument of the 

elite. Therefore trying to involve people who are not usually connected is vital to 

the success of such experiments (Safford, 2004). As with the recommendation 2, 

we should avoid cherry picking and not use experiments to legitimize policy. 

Similarly, although these small initiatives provide small and valuable boosts,  

they cannot be seen as comprehensive agents of rescue for an area, but as part of  

a more comprehensive approach to urban shrinkage. Similarly, we should not be 

overoptimistic about the possibilities of experimentation; that is, there are limits 

to learning (e.g. regarding path dependency), as noted in Chapter 4. Finally, in 

shrinking urban areas, experimentation can involve many parameters; however, 

due to brain drain, increased conservatism, and nostalgia, experiments can be 

more difficult to develop and carry out in these areas.

 The previous recommendations now bring me to the last recommendation for 

practice.
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6.5.5 Recommendation 4: Be critical of the capacities of civic action
Institutional change towards participatory governance is currently taking place 

in the Netherlands. Similarly, in Wales, novel ways of sharing responsibilities 

between public services and citizens are being sought (see Chapter 4 for a discussion 

of community asset transfers). Moreover, civic action has been called for in the 

debate on shrinking cities (as discussed in the introduction and Chapter 2). The 

out-migration of prosperous community members, a generally low socioeconomic 

status, and low levels of trust limit the involvement of citizens in formal activities. 

Localities hit by selective out-migration, according to Martinez-Fernandez et al. 

(2012a, p. 213), suffer from ‘a lack of entrepreneurship and low levels of innovation 

and intellectual engagement’. Moreover, in the discussion on civic action in 

Chapter 2, I stated that the behaviour of people does not change overnight and, 

therefore, in many cases, the civic action scenario is just ‘business as usual’. It is 

thus unrealistic to expect inhabitants to become active based on the issues raised 

by urban shrinkage. That is civic action is not sufficient to tackle consequences of 

urban shrinkage. The risk of not being sufficiently critical of civic action initiatives 

is to become optimistically reliant on civic action. Moreover, normative requests 

from citizens to become involved (as in the Dutch context, which also emphasizes 

through national discourse a so-called participation society) are not necessarily 

addressed. Rather, the first recommendation (to focus, at the eye level, on what 

people really want) combined with continued improvement in trust is crucial 

when it comes to the capacities of civic action.

 In this thesis, I discovered that participation occurs primarily in informal 

activities. Inhabitants are (very) involved in their own networks and tend not to be 

involved in formal activities. Commitment and support for formal activities are 

therefore weak. The inhabitants do not recognize the priorities of policy makers 

(particularly in Heerlen) as their own. This definition of people as inactive because 

they do not participate in formalized activities could be harmful for the development 

of trust and relationships between the different actors. Greater involvement in 

formal activities could be achieved by connecting to their lifeworld (recommendation 

1) and using mediators as bridges between two worlds (recommendation 2). Moreover, 

if issues are approached from an experimental point of view (recommendation 3), 

greater interest for formal participation could be generated.

 Furthermore, focusing on examples of successful initiatives is just cherry picking. 

Valorisation is therefore overrated and it is questionable how much traditional 

civic initiatives can contribute to the sustainable future of urban areas of shrinkage. 

Policy makers should not use such initiatives to merely state that citizens have 

been included in the process. Moreover, a noncritical approach to citizens’ initiatives 

can undermine democratic systems (e.g. in issues of representation).
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Finally, with regards to civic action, this thesis showed that people do not 

necessarily feel responsible for shrinkage. The perception of responsibilities is 

based on context factors (see Chapter 5). For example, we saw greater reliance on 

municipal resources in Heerlen, as opposed to Blaenau Gwent (see Chapter 5).  

This, in turn, impacts what the inhabitants are willing to do and how they perceive 

shrinkage-related responsibilities and priorities. Therefore participation in formal 

activities organized to temper the consequences of shrinkage will not be productive  

if it is not consistent with the experiences and motivations of the inhabitants  

(as elaborated upon in recommendation 1).

In conclusion, the experiences of shrinkage should be seriously considered and 

used by policy makers to build on the narratives and better align policy with the 

desires and experiences of citizens, as well as their priorities. Similarly, social 

capital in the context of urban shrinkage can be seen as an endogenous resource. 

More eye-level, small-scale liveability solutions are necessary, since large projects 

are often seen as a playground for the elite. In addition, planners are needed to 

address urban shrinkage. These individuals should not act, however, according to 

the principles of growth. New planning practices for shrinkage should focus on a 

broader definition of sustainability in affected areas. During times of shrinkage, 

as well as other challenges (e.g. climate change), the sustainable future of these 

areas lies in realistic eye-level planning based on citizens’ experiences and 

endogenous resources, including social capital. This idea is well captured in a 

slogan I came across in Blaenau Gwent: ‘The future of every community lies in 

capturing the passion, intelligence, imagination and resources of its people’ 

(Sirolli, 2016).
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Chapter 1

Urban shrinkage refers to the process of population decline and related economic 

decline. It is a widespread phenomenon in small- and medium-sized European 

towns. To date, most of the academic literature has focused primarily on the 

demographic challenges of urban shrinkage – such as low birth rates, the increase 

in the number of elderly, and negative in-migration and positive out-migration – , 

economic challenges  –  such as decreasing local revenues –  and on its spatial 

planning challenges, such as coping with vacancy and oversized infrastructure. 

Although urban shrinkage is well recognized in academic discourse, little research 

has been undertaken on its social aspects. Within the context of relevance of 

urban shrinkage for European societies, two gaps in the understanding of the 

social consequences have been identified. The first relates to how people in these 

areas experience and react to the consequences of urban shrinkage, such as the 

disappearance of amenities and facilities. The second concerns the explanations of 

social capital in a shrinking area, where social capital is operationalised as 

resources, participation, and empowerment.

 This thesis contributes to the conceptualization and development of the 

concept of urban shrinkage and understanding how urban shrinkage impacts 

sociocultural aspects of a society. In line with these research objectives, two main 

research questions are formulated:

1. How does civil society experience and react to urban shrinkage in medium-sized 

cities?

2. What are the dynamics of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage?

These questions are empirically answered by employing a comparative case study 

approach. Two shrinking urban areas, Heerlen in the Netherlands and Blaenau 

Gwent in Wales, served as the interpretative empirical research cases. The data 

were gathered from field visits and interviews with stakeholders, primarily civil 

society actors, and document analysis.

 The interpretative research approach follows an iterative research course.  

The findings lead to a deeper understanding of shrinkage, one based on under -

standing how people experience this phenomenon and what social capital 

indicators tell us about civic action (Chapter 2), social sustainability (Chapter 3), 

the relationship between the state and informal actors (Chapter 4), the perceptions 

of governance (Chapter 5), and the overall impact of urban shrinkage on the 

experience of shrinkage, social capital, and the organization of a society (Chapter 6).
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Chapter 2

This chapter explores social aspects of urban shrinkage that are often overlooked 

in the literature, paying particular attention to civic action. It also examines the 

multidimensional nature of shrinkage and its implications. The chapter reviews 

the literature on urban shrinkage and concludes that most of it addresses the 

hardware, physical environment, and mindware, image of an area. The sporadic 

literature on the software of urban shrinkage, that is the social structure of a 

shrinking area, refers particularly to civic actions such as community and resident 

engagement, bottom-up initiatives, and grassroots development. This chapter 

therefore explores the link between civic action and urban shrinkage.

 The findings show that civic action is often promoted as a normative 

requirement for maintaining the quality of life in a shrinking urban area. Civic 

action in shrinking cities is defined as bottom-up action that tackles the 

consequences of shrinkage to maintain or improve the quality of life. Both positive 

and negative aspects of civic action are introduced and explored in this chapter. 

A critique of civic action is also carried out in the context of urban shrinkage, 

regarding the division of roles between the main actors, the capacity of inhabitants 

to cope with urban shrinkage, and the democratic aspects of civic action.

 Three scenarios of civic action in the context of urban shrinkage are identified 

and placed on a continuum: 1) increased civic action, 2) no change in civic action, 

and 3) reduced civic action. The scenarios are then illustrated through examples 

in the literature on urban shrinkage. The analysis indicates that all three scenarios 

arise in the context of urban shrinkage, with no single dominating scenario. The 

mechanisms behind the specific scenarios are also explored; however, these are 

not fully understood by the academic community, calling for future research on 

the mechanisms of civic action in the context of urban shrinkage.

 The chapter concludes with a plea for more attention on developing an 

understanding of the software of urban shrinkage. Finally, it asserts that civic 

action in the context of urban shrinkage could be a valuable resource for supporting 

the quality of life in shrinking urban areas, but it should not be overrated, given 

its limitations.

Chapter 3

Building on the conclusions of Chapter 2, this chapter aims to explore the concept 

of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage and to elaborate on its 

contribution to social sustainability in shrinking cities. Because of different 

challenges due to shrinkage, shrinking cities have difficulty achieving sustainability. 

Along with physical, economic, and ecological sustainability, this chapter asserts 

the relevance of social sustainability in shrinking cities. Social sustainability in 

the context of urban shrinkage is defined as a resilient outcome of the interaction 
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of civil society and other stakeholders in a society to maintain the quality of life 

and social transformation of shrinking cities. The concept of social capital is used 

to elaborate on social sustainability, since the literature affirms it can facilitate 

the quality of life and social transformation and thus support sustainable 

development in shrinking cities. Resources, participation, and empowerment are 

identified as key indicators of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage. The 

main questions this paper examines are 1) how do the inhabitants of shrinking 

cities experience shrinkage and how is this connected to their social capital and 2) 

how does social capital in shrinking cities influence social sustainability?

 The empirical portion of this chapter is based on analyses of the social capital 

indicators of resources, participation, and empowerment in Heerlen, the Netherlands. 

Urban shrinkage in the town of Heerlen was triggered by the demise of the coal 

mining industry in the 1960s. The empirical basis for this chapter comprises 24 

semi-structured in-depth interviews with citizens, policy makers, and entrepreneurs, 

as well as secondary data. 

 The findings reveal three prominent interrelated issues: the local culture, 

such as obedience and a lack of entrepreneurial spirit; subjective experiences of 

shrinkage; and a lack of trust between citizens and politicians. The inhabitants’ 

experiences of the consequences of urban shrinkage and their interpretation 

thereof were limited by the context of their daily lives. Social capital, particularly 

place attachment and informal participation in family-related activities, can 

facilitate social sustainability in the context of urban shrinkage. However, trust 

and empowerment are not guaranteed within this context. In shrinking cities, 

more investments should be made to foster cooperation between civil society and 

politicians and, henceforth, the development of mutual trust. This chapter 

concludes that the engagement of various stakeholders representing civil society, 

the state, and the market is essential for social sustainability in shrinking cities.

Chapter 4

Chapter 4 explores social capital in the context of old industrial areas (OIAs), more 

specifically, medium-sized shrinking post-industrial urban areas. The chapter 

draws on the case study of Blaenau Gwent, Wales, an area facing urban shrinkage. 

The OIA literature is also explored, as well as the relevance of the concept of path 

dependency, defined as the long-term developmental pathway of institutional 

arrangements shaped and adapted by collective actors for the dynamics of social 

capital. In shrinking urban areas, path dependency is considered problematic 

because it can hinder the transformation processes from past characterized with 

decline towards sustainable future. The concept has been explored in the literature 

from a predominantly economic point of view until now. This chapter, however, 

asserts that path dependency can shed light on the social dynamics in a shrinking 
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urban area. It finds that civil society actors are being neglected in the debate on 

urban shrinkage and OIAs and thus calls for a greater focus on civil society, which 

it further operationalised as social capital. The main research question in this 

article is what are the implications of urban shrinkage in an OIA in terms of social 

capital? What role can path dependency play within this context? 

 A case study approach is employed based primarily on 28 semi-structured 

in-depth interviews and one focus group, document analysis, and site visits. 

The empirical data allows for insights into the ways civil society, that is people in 

shrinking OIAs, experience shrinkage and perceive the dynamics of social capital, 

which is further operationalised as resources, participation, and empowerment,.

 The results of this case study indicate a rigid economic path and economic 

disadvantages as the cognitive paradigm of communities, that is their shared 

beliefs. Economic change has had an unfavourable impact on social capital, leading to 

mistrust, negative perceptions of the area, and low levels of civil society empowerment 

and participation in formal activities. Tradition appears to have played a strong 

role in preventing local transformation, but new paths for social development are 

gradually emerging as the actors seek out new roles and the division of responsi-

bilities. Entrepreneurs who are socially and spatially embedded in the community 

are making changes to social capital. These individuals have changed well-estab-

lished economic and social paths in the community by painting an optimistic 

vision through small-scale economic activities and thus serving as role models.

 Chapter 4 concludes by identifying trust between the actors and flexibility 

in handling endogenous resources as key social capital requirements for the 

development and transformation of shrinking OIAs.

Chapter 5

This chapter is based on the results of a comparative case study of Heerlen, in the 

Netherlands, and Blaenau Gwent, in Wales. Both cases involve distinct north- 

western European medium-sized OIAs facing a decline in population that is 

expected to continue. Urban shrinkage is a contested issue for individuals with 

public responsibilities, since it presents challenges for traditional spatial planning 

and requires new planning approaches. This chapter shows that the governance 

and planning of shrinking cities are closely related. New governance arrangements 

are called for in urban shrinkage situations because of the desirability of civil 

society involvement. The creation of new governance arrangements require an 

exploration of the civil society perspectives on the governance of shrinkage and 

the decision making of and interactions among the different actors. This chapter 

investigates 1) how actors in civil society experience urban shrinkage and 2) their 

perspectives on the governance of urban shrinkage.
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A comparative case study design was used. The data were gathered through 

qualitative fieldwork, study documentation, and 52 semi-structured interviews. 

Despite the cases’ similar backgrounds in terms of industrial history, population 

development, size, and geographic position within Northwest Europe, there are 

differences: Blaenau Gwent, in Wales, has a longer industrial history, with trade 

unions and the labour party playing a historically important role, as opposed to 

the important role of the Catholic Church in Heerlen in the Netherlands. 

Furthermore, regeneration projects in Blaenau Gwent emphasize basic services, 

such as hospitals and schools, whereas more regeneration projects in Heerlen are 

based on cultural development, such as festivals and murals, which can be 

observed alongside other projects more related to infrastructure development.

 The empirical findings indicate similarities between the cases, such as strong 

place attachment, strong informal participation, and civil society’s weak trust in 

local governments. Urban shrinkage is experienced in the everyday lives of the 

members of civil society, that is the ways in which people act, think, and feel on a 

daily basis within their local context. However, their experiences of and reactions to 

urban shrinkage as well as perceptions of governance differ. Shrinkage in Blaenau 

Gwent is experienced and defined primarily through severe economic conditions, 

whereas, in Heerlen, interviewees note it primarily through depopulation and 

economic disadvantages. The reactions to shrinkage in Blaenau Gwent express 

urgency, since the quality of life is perceived to be significantly affected, primarily 

in the economic sphere. In Heerlen, however, there is no need for immediate change 

or action, since the shrinkage is not experienced as an urgent problem in daily life.

 Regarding perceptions of governance in Blaenau Gwent, the interviewees 

were readier to take matters into their own hands, whereas, in Heerlen, the local 

municipality was perceived as having greater responsibility in reacting to the 

shrinkage. Explanations for these differences between the two cases are presented, 

based on historical developments and welfare state provisions embedded in local 

cultural and political traditions. The liberal regime in Wales is contrasted with 

the socio-democratic regime in Heerlen and implications for the governance of 

urban shrinkage are proposed. Because the diversity of welfare arrangements in 

these case studies reflects the perspectives of civil society on the governance of 

shrinkage, the perception of responsibilities and reliance on different actors in 

governing urban shrinkage varies. In Wales, the perceived responsibility for 

addressing urban shrinkage is predominantly with the individual, whereas, in 

Heerlen, the municipality is perceived as being more responsible. This perception 

of responsibilities has implications for the governance of urban shrinkage.

 This chapter concludes that understanding shrinkage and addressing it are 

predominately related to local context. The chapter ends with the findings’ 

implications for the governance of urban shrinkage.
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Chapter 6

This research demonstrates that the understanding of urban shrinkage can be 

extended by the perspectives of civil society and the dynamics of social capital. 

This concluding chapter presents the main findings and answers to the research 

questions. This thesis has examined two main questions: 1) how does civil society 

experience and react to urban shrinkage in medium-sized cities and 2) what are 

the dynamics of social capital in the context of urban shrinkage? The following 

findings are reported.

(1) Citizens’ perspectives of the consequences of urban shrinkage are determined 

within everyday life and local (place-based) contexts. These inhabitants 

commonly exhibit place attachment and rather positive meanings are ascribed 

to areas of urban shrinkage. Urban shrinkage is not experienced as an entity 

as such.

(2) In both cases, the inhabitants reported positive place attachment and a sense 

of parochial belonging; that is place attachment, daily interactions, and 

sociocultural symbols for identification are based on their particular neigh-

bourhood. Place is experienced as a resource; however, inhabitants are troubled  

by negative images of the area created by outsiders. The research findings 

point in the direction of institutional mistrust. In addition, the empirical 

evidence in this thesis suggests the value of strong informal participation and 

rather low formal participation. Regarding the empowerment, expectations, 

and behaviours of citizens, path-dependent developments are observed, where 

empowerment is inherited from their past, highlighting the relevance of 

historical context when conducting research on shrinking cities. Low levels of 

trust add to weak empowerment, such that the inhabitants feel they do not 

have a voice (or that their voice will not be heard by state actors). The need to 

rearrange responsibilities between state actors and civil society was emphasized.

Based on the findings of the previous chapters, four conclusions are drawn. First, 

a growth-oriented interpretation limits the understanding these areas. A growth 

paradigm is not the most suitable for explaining urban shrinkage, since it implies 

deficiencies that lead to a negative representation of these areas. A plea is therefore 

made to examine the qualities of (shrinking) urban areas and to relate them to the 

opportunities of shrinkage and citizens’ everyday experiences.

 The second conclusion is that, for a holistic view of urban shrinkage, it is 

important to consider everyday life in a specific context for a holistic view of urban 

shrinkage. Expanding conceptualization to include the understandings of civil 

society is crucial in recognizing the sociocultural construction of urban shrinkage. 

Inhabitants’ interpretations of urban shrinkage within everyday life and specific 
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contexts offer alternative conceptualizations for policy makers and indicate 

frames of reference and possible future policy directions to ensure the sustainability 

of these areas.

 The third observation stresses that, in the cases investigated, the experience of 

shrinkage and the dynamics of social capital are formed around a collective 

identity based on deindustrialization. Past industries are acknowledged as the 

dominant framework for collective identities and perceptions of the area. Such 

collective identities indicate an orientation towards the past, which is considered 

problematic, since it can prevent the transformation of these areas. A perspective 

of the future of shrinking cities includes an examination of their past and their 

sustainability in the future.

 The fourth conclusion is that the future sustainability of shrinking urban 

areas requires close consideration of civil society in the context of sociocultural 

change. Sustainability in the context of urban shrinkage is understood as a long- 

term vision for the area, such that positive quality of life outcomes are obtained 

for people of different means and backgrounds. In this respect, new forms of 

governance among social, economic, and governmental actors are needed for the 

long-term orientation and sustainability of these areas.

 Furthermore, the merits and drawbacks of the comparative case study approach 

were explored, such as its precision, verification, generalization, selection criteria, 

interview methods, and sampling and the translation of its protocol and 

positionality.

 Concluding, recommendations for future research and practice proposed. 

This study recommends that future research on urban shrinkage pay more 

attention to the civil society perspective, as well as ordinary places, that is places 

that are not yet very well-known but which are facing urban shrinkage. This study 

also identifies the need for specific mechanisms of civic action in the context of 

urban shrinkage, as well as an understanding of success and failure factors. 

Finally, the role of key persons in relations of power, issues of governance, and the 

relevance of welfare state arrangements in shrinking cities are identified as 

worthy of future research.

 Four recommendations for practice are proposed: 1) begin with experience 

and priorities of civil society; 2) identify key individuals who can mediate between 

formal actors and civil society; 3) experiment with different approaches to the 

issues of shrinking cities; and 4) do not overestimate the capacities of civic action.
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Hoofdstuk 1: Introductie 
Stedelijke krimp verwijst naar het proces van bevolkingsdaling en daarmee 

samenhangend economische achteruitgang. Dit is een wijdverbreid fenomeen in 

kleine en middelgrote Europese steden. Tot op heden zijn de meeste wetenschappe-

lijke publicaties vooral gericht op de demografische vraagstukken (zoals lage ge-

boortecijfers, vergrijzing en negatieve immigratie en positieve emigratie), de 

economische vraagstukken (zoals dalende lokale inkomsten) en de vraagstukken 

op het gebied van ruimtelijke ordening (zoals het tegengaan van leegstand en een 

te omvangrijke infrastructuur). Daarnaast is er nog weinig onderzoek gedaan 

naar de sociale aspecten van stedelijke krimp. Dit proefschrift gaat daar op in en 

wel vanuit twee perspectieven. De eerste heeft betrekking op de manier waarop 

mensen de gevolgen van stedelijke krimp (zoals het verdwijnen van voorzieningen) 

ervaren en hierop reageren. De tweede betreft de rol van sociaal kapitaal in een 

krimpgebied, waarbij sociaal kapitaal wordt aangeduid door beschikbaarheid van 

bronnen, de mate van participatie van burgers en empowerment. 

 Dit promotieonderzoek draagt bij aan de conceptualisering van het concept 

stedelijke krimp in het algemeen en het inzicht in de impact van stedelijke krimp 

op de sociaal-culturele aspecten van een samenleving in het bijzonder. Aan de hand 

hiervan zijn twee onderzoeksvragen geformuleerd:

1. Hoe wordt stedelijke krimp ervaren door de burgermaatschappij in middelgrote 

krimpsteden? 

2. Wat is de dynamiek van sociaal kapitaal in de context van stedelijke krimp?

Deze vragen worden beantwoord door middel van een vergelijkende casestudy 

tussen twee stedelijke krimpgebieden te weten, Heerlen in Nederland en Blaenau 

Gwent in Wales. De gegevens zijn verzameld aan de hand van observaties op 

locatie, interviews met belanghebbenden (voornamelijk actoren uit de burger-

maatschappij) en documentanalyse.

 De onderzoeksaanpak is interpretatief en volgt een iteratief onderzoekstra-

ject. De bevindingen leiden tot inzicht in krimp, gebaseerd op de manier waarop 

mensen dit fenomeen ervaren. Ook leidt dit tot inzicht wat de indicatoren van 

sociaal kapitaal ons vertellen over maatschappelijke actie (hoofdstuk 2), sociale 

duurzaamheid (hoofdstuk 3), de relatie tussen de staat en informele actoren 

(hoofdstuk 4), de perceptie van bestuur (hoofdstuk 5) en de algemene impact van 

stedelijke krimp op de ervaring van krimp, sociaal kapitaal en de organisatie van 

een samenleving (hoofdstuk 6). In het navolgende wordt een verduidelijking van 

deze thema’s gegeven. 
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Hoofdstuk 2:  Civic action and urban shrinkage: Exploring the link
In dit hoofdstuk worden de sociale aspecten van stedelijke krimp met bijzondere 

aandacht voor maatschappelijke actie verkend. We noemen dit software van 

stedelijke krimp. Vaak gaat het in de literatuur over stedelijke krimp alleen over de 

hardware (de fysieke omgeving) of de mindware (het imago van een gebied). De 

enkele publicaties over de software van stedelijke krimp, d.w.z. de sociale structuur 

van een krimpgebied, verwijzen met name naar maatschappelijke acties zoals 

betrokkenheid van inwoners, bottom-up initiatieven en grassroots ontwikkelingen. 

In dit hoofdstuk wordt in dit verband de relatie tussen maatschappelijke actie en 

stedelijke krimp onderzocht.

 Maatschappelijke actie in krimpsteden wordt gedefinieerd als bottom-up actie 

die de gevolgen van krimp aanpakt om de levenskwaliteit te behouden of te 

verbeteren. Uit de bevindingen blijkt dat maatschappelijke actie vaak wordt 

gepromoot als normatieve voorwaarde voor het behoud van de levenskwaliteit in 

een stedelijk krimpgebied. 

 We onderscheiden in dit verband drie scenario’s, die onderling ook op een 

continuüm geplaatst kunnen worden. Deze drie scenario’s van maatschappelijke 

actie zijn: 1) meer maatschappelijke actie, 2) geen verandering in maatschappelij-

ke actie en 3) minder maatschappelijke actie. De scenario’s worden vervolgens 

geïllustreerd aan de hand van voorbeelden uit publicaties over stedelijke krimp. 

De analyse geeft aan dat alle drie de scenario’s zich voordoen in de context van 

stedelijke krimp, zonder dat er sprake is van één dominerend scenario. 

 Het hoofdstuk eindigt met een pleidooi voor meer aandacht voor het ontwikkelen 

van inzicht in de software (in termen van maatschappelijke actie) van stedelijke 

krimp. Ten slotte wordt geconcludeerd dat maatschappelijke actie een waardevol 

hulpmiddel kan zijn voor het ondersteunen van de levenskwaliteit, maar dat deze 

ook zijn grenzen kent en niet overschat mag worden. 

Hoofdstuk 3: Searching for social sustainability: The case of  
the shrinking city of Heerlen, The Netherlands
Voortbouwend op de conclusies van hoofdstuk 2 is het doel van dit hoofdstuk om 

het concept sociaal kapitaal uit te werken in relatie tot sociale duurzaamheid. 

Door de problematisering van krimpsteden is de vraag wat duurzaamheid in deze 

context betekent. Naast fysieke, economische en ecologische duurzaamheid wordt 

in dit hoofdstuk vooral het belang van sociale duurzaamheid in krimpsteden 

benadrukt. Sociale duurzaamheid wordt gedefinieerd als het resultaat van de 

interactie tussen de burgermaatschappij en andere belanghebbenden in een 

samenleving teneinde de levenskwaliteit in krimpsteden te borgen. Het concept 

sociaal kapitaal wordt gebruikt om sociale duurzaamheid verder uit te werken. 

Beschikbaarheid van bronnen, participatie en empowerment worden in dit 
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hoofdstuk gezien als belangrijke indicatoren van sociaal kapitaal. De belangrijkste 

vragen die hier aan de orde komen zijn: 1) hoe ervaren de inwoners van krimpsteden 

krimp en hoe hangt dit samen met hun sociaal kapitaal en 2) hoe beïnvloedt 

sociaal kapitaal in krimpsteden sociale duurzaamheid?

 Het empirische deel van dit hoofdstuk is gebaseerd op analyses van genoemde 

indicatoren voor sociaal kapitaal in Heerlen, de vanwege de mijnsluiting in de 

jaren zestig meest krimpende stad van Nederland. Het empirisch materiaal bestaat 

uit vierentwintig semigestructureerde diepte-interviews met burgers, beleids -

makers en ondernemers, en uit secundaire gegevens zoals statistische rapporten, 

historische documenten en beleidsdocumenten. 

 Uit de bevindingen blijkt dat er drie belangrijke, onderling samenhangende 

thema’s zijn: de lokale cultuur, de subjectieve ervaringen van krimp en de mate 

van vertrouwen tussen burgers en politici. Met name het vertrouwen tussen 

burgers en overheid, alsook de bereidheid om iets te doen (empowerment) zijn in 

deze context echter niet gegarandeerd. In dit hoofdstuk wordt geconcludeerd dat 

onderlinge betrokkenheid tussen verschillende belanghebbenden die de burger-

maatschappij, de staat en de markt vertegenwoordigen van essentieel belang is 

voor sociale duurzaamheid in krimpsteden. Daartoe moet er meer geïnvesteerd 

worden in het vertrouwen tussen de samenwerking met de burgermaatschappij 

enerzijds en de (lokale) overheid anderzijds. 

Hoofdstuk 4: New horizons for old industrial areas: urban shrinkage 
and social capital in Blaenau Gwent, Wales
In hoofdstuk 4 wordt ingegaan op het sociaal kapitaal van oude industriegebieden, 

meer specifiek van middelgrote, postindustriële stedelijke krimpgebieden. Het 

hoofdstuk is ten eerste gebaseerd op een casestudy van Blaenau Gwent in Wales, 

een gebied dat te maken heeft met stedelijke krimp. Daarnaast wordt literatuur 

over oude industriegebieden geanalyseerd, evenals het belang van het concept van 

zogenaamde pad afhankelijkheid. In dit hoofdstuk proberen we via dit concept 

inzicht te krijgen in de sociale dynamiek van een krimpgebied. De belangrijkste 

onderzoeksvragen in dit hoofdstuk zijn: wat zijn de gevolgen van stedelijke krimp 

in een oud industriegebied voor sociaal kapitaal? Welke rol kan pad afhankelijk-

heid in deze context spelen? 

 Dit wordt onderzocht aan de hand van een casestudy die hoofdzakelijk gebaseerd 

is op achtentwintig semigestructureerde diepte-interviews, een focusgroep, document-

analyse en locatiebezoeken. De empirische gegevens geven inzicht in de manier 

waarop de burgermaatschappij krimp ervaart en de dynamiek van sociaal kapitaal 

waarneemt, wat verder wordt geoperationaliseerd als beschikbare hulpbronnen, 

participatie en empowerment.
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De resultaten van deze casestudy verwijzen naar de invloed van economische 

neergang op de samenleving, met name naar de opvattingen, normen en waarden 

van de burgers. Economische neergang heeft een ongunstig effect op sociaal 

kapitaal, wat heeft geleid tot wantrouwen, een negatieve perceptie van het gebied, 

een geringe mate van empowerment van de burgermaatschappij en beperkte 

deelname aan formele activiteiten. Tradities uit het mijnverleden vormen een 

belangrijke belemmering voor het herdefiniëren van een nieuwe toekomst. Er zijn 

echter ook de actoren die op zoek zijn naar nieuwe rollen en de verdeling van ver-

antwoordelijkheden. Met name ondernemers spelen in dit verband een belangrijke 

rol. Zij zijn de motor om de gevestigde tradities (pad afhankelijkheid) om te buigen 

in een wat meer optimistische visie. Vooral hun kleinschalige economische 

activiteiten dienen als rolmodel.

Hoofdstuk 5: Perspectives of civil society on governance 
of urban shrinkage: the cases of Heerlen (Netherlands) and  
Blaenau Gwent (Wales) compared
Dit hoofdstuk is gebaseerd op de resultaten van een vergelijkende casestudy tussen 

Heerlen in Nederland en Blaenau Gwent in Wales. In beide gevallen gaat het om 

middelgrote Noordwest-Europese oude industriegebieden die te maken hebben 

met een bevolkingsdaling. In beide gevallen gaat het om voormalige mijnindustrie-

gebieden. In dit hoofdstuk wordt onderzocht 1) hoe actoren in de burgermaatschappij 

stedelijke krimp ervaren en 2) hoe zij het bestuur van stedelijke krimp zien.

 Er is gebruik gemaakt van een vergelijkende casestudy. De gegevens zijn 

verzameld door middel van kwalitatief veldwerk, documentatie en tweeënvijftig 

semigestructureerde interviews. Ondanks de vergelijkbare achtergronden van de 

casestudy’s wat betreft industriële geschiedenis, bevolkingsontwikkeling, omvang 

en geografische ligging in Noordwest-Europa, zijn er verschillen. Blaenau Gwent 

heeft een langere industriële geschiedenis, waarbij vakbonden en de arbeiders-

partij een historisch belangrijke rol spelen. Dit in tegenstelling tot Heerlen waar 

een belangrijke rol is weggelegd voor de katholieke kerk. Bovendien ligt bij projecten 

voor stedelijke ontwikkeling in Blaenau Gwent de nadruk op basisvoorzieningen, 

zoals ziekenhuizen en scholen, terwijl in Heerlen meer projecten gebaseerd zijn 

op culturele ontwikkeling, zoals festivals en muurschilderingen. Ook wordt er in 

Heerlen geïnvesteerd in de ontwikkeling van infrastructuur. 

 De empirische bevindingen wijzen ook nog op andere overeenkomsten tussen 

de casestudy’s, zoals een sterke gehechtheid aan de locatie, relatief veel informele 

netwerken tussen burgers en een overwegend gebrek aan vertrouwen van burgers 

in de lokale overheid. Er bestaan daarnaast ook verschillen in hoe burgers in de 

beide steden krimp ervaren, hierop reageren alsook hun perceptie van het lokale 

bestuur. Krimp in Blaenau Gwent wordt vooral ervaren door de economische 
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neergang, terwijl de ondervraagden in Heerlen aangaven krimp voornamelijk te 

merken door ontvolking naast de economische nadelen. De reacties op krimp in 

Blaenau Gwent drukken uit dat de kwaliteit van leven aanzienlijk wordt bedreigd 

door het wegvallen van economische activiteiten. In Heerlen is er echter geen 

behoefte aan onmiddellijke verandering of actie, omdat krimp niet als een dringend 

probleem in het dagelijks leven wordt ervaren.

 Wat betreft de visie op bestuur waren in Blaenau Gwent de ondervraagden 

meer bereid om het heft in eigen handen te nemen, terwijl in Heerlen werd 

verwacht dat de lokale gemeente meer verantwoordelijkheid zou nemen bij het 

reageren op krimp. Het verschil tussen de twee casestudy’s is uitgelegd op basis 

van het verschil in historische ontwikkelingen, de rol van de  verzorgingsstaat en 

de wijze waarop deze zijn verankerd in de lokale culturele en politieke tradities. 

Het liberale model in Wales wordt vergeleken met het sociaaldemocratische model 

in Heerlen. In Wales wordt de verantwoordelijkheid voor het aanpakken van 

stedelijke krimp in dit verband vooral bij het individu gelegd, terwijl in Heerlen 

meer verantwoordelijkheid wordt gelegd bij de gemeente. Deze kijk op verant-

woordelijkheden heeft gevolgen voor hoe het lokale bestuur omgaat met de 

gevolgen van krimp: wie neemt wanneer en waarvoor de verantwoordelijkheid. 

Uiteindelijk blijkt ook in dit hoofdstuk dat de perceptie van krimp en aanpak 

daarvan afhankelijk zijn van de lokale context: er is geen blauwdruk. 

Hoofdstuk 6: Conclusie
In dit afsluitende hoofdstuk worden de belangrijkste bevindingen en antwoorden 

op de onderzoeksvragen gepresenteerd, te weten: 1) hoe wordt stedelijke krimp 

ervaren door de burgermaatschappij in middelgrote krimpsteden? en 2) wat is de 

dynamiek van sociaal kapitaal in de context van stedelijke krimp? De volgende 

bevindingen worden besproken.

(1) De visie van burgers op de gevolgen van stedelijke krimp wordt bepaald 

binnen het dagelijks leven en de lokale (plaatsgebonden) contexten. Deze 

inwoners zijn meestal verbonden aan een plaats, waar ze vaak een positieve 

betekenis aan toeschrijven. Stedelijke krimp wordt in het dagdagelijks leven 

niet als iets wezenlijks bedreigends ervaren.

(2) Zowel in Heerlen als in Blaenau Gwent meldden de inwoners gehechtheid aan 

hun plaats en een gevoel van parochiale saamhorigheid; d.w.z. plaatsbinding. 

Dagelijkse interacties en sociaal-culturele symbolen voor identificatie zijn 

gebaseerd op hun specifieke dagelijkse leefomstandigheden en de buurt of 

wijk waarin die plaatsvinden. De plaats wordt ervaren als goed vertoeven 

terwijl men wel verontrust is door het negatieve beeld van het gebied dat door 

buitenstaanders wordt gecreëerd. Empirisch kan worden vastgesteld dat er in 

dit verband sprake is van een sterke informele deelname en een vrij geringe 
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formele deelname. Wat betreft de empowerment, verwachtingen en het 

gedrag van burgers, worden pad afhankelijke ontwikkelingen waargenomen, 

waarbij empowerment vooral gelinkt is aan de geschiedenis van de eigen 

plaats. Dit benadrukt wederom het belang van het betrekken van de historische 

context bij het onderzoek naar krimpsteden. Gebleken is dat weinig vertrouwen  

in de overheid bijdraagt aan een zwakke empowerment, waardoor inwoners 

het gevoel hebben geen stem te hebben (of dat hun stem niet wordt gehoord). 

Op basis van de bevindingen in de vorige hoofdstukken worden vier conclusies 

getrokken. Ten eerste wordt inzicht in deze gebieden vertroebeld door krimp te 

benaderen vanuit het perspectief van groei. Het groeimodel is niet geschikt om 

stedelijke krimp te verklaren, omdat het uitgangspunt ervan niet past bij de 

ontwikkeling van krimpsteden. Er wordt dan ook gepleit om onderzoek te doen 

naar de eigen dynamiek van stedelijke (krimp)gebieden en vooral naar de rol die 

burgers vanuit hun dagelijkse ervaringen kunnen hebben om de kwaliteit van 

leven in krimpsteden te borgen.

 De tweede conclusie is dat het voor een holistische visie op krimp belangrijk  

is om het dagelijks leven in een specifieke context te zien. Uitbreiding van de 

 conceptualisering van krimp met inzicht in de burgermaatschappij is cruciaal om 

de sociaal-culturele constructie van stedelijke krimp te begrijpen. De interpretaties 

van inwoners van stedelijke krimp in het dagelijks leven en specifieke contexten 

bieden relevante perspectieven en mogelijkheden voor beleidsmakers om de 

duur zaamheid van deze gebieden te borgen.

 De derde conclusie benadrukt dat in de onderzochte gevallen de ervaring van 

krimp en de dynamiek van sociaal kapitaal zich vormen rond een collectieve 

identiteit die gebaseerd is op het industrieel verleden. De vroegere industrie is het 

dominante kader voor de collectieve identiteit en de percepties van het gebied. 

Dergelijke collectieve identiteiten wijzen op een hang naar het verleden. Dit wordt 

mede als problematisch beschouwd, omdat dit een belemmerende factor is voor de 

transformatie van deze gebieden. Een toekomstperspectief voor krimpsteden moet 

dan ook niet alleen een onderzoek naar hun verleden omvatten, maar ook onder - 

zoek naar de incentives van een duurzame toekomst.

 De vierde conclusie is dat de toekomstige duurzaamheid van stedelijke krimp - 

gebieden het grondig bestuderen van de burgermaatschappij in de context van 

sociaal-culturele verandering vraagt. Duurzaamheid in de context van stedelijke 

krimp wordt opgevat als een langetermijnvisie voor het gebied met een positief 

vooruitzicht op de kwaliteit van leven. En omdat krimp naar een andere dynamiek 

luistert dan groei vraagt het om nieuwe vormen van openbaar bestuur, een nieuwe 

positionering van de burger(maatschappij) en een andere kijk op de rol van de 

economie.
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In dit hoofdstuk wordt ook de gehanteerde methodologie besproken. De voor- en 

nadelen van de vergelijkende casestudy methode worden onderzocht, zoals 

nauwkeurigheid, verificatie, generalisatie, selectiecriteria, interviewmethoden, 

steekproeven en de vertaling van het protocol en de positionality.

 Concluderend worden er aanbevelingen gedaan voor toekomstig onderzoek. 

Allereerst wordt aanbevolen om in toekomstig onderzoek naar stedelijke krimp 

meer aandacht te besteden aan het perspectief van de burgermaatschappij. Welke 

rol speelt de burgermaatschappij, welke specifieke mechanismes liggen ten 

grondslag aan maatschappelijke actie en wat zijn dan de succes- en faalfactoren. 

Daarnaast wordt geconcludeerd dat toekomstig onderzoek moet ingaan op de rol 

van sleutelfiguren en hun relatieve macht, op machtsverhoudingen, de rol van het 

lokale bestuur, alsook de invloed van de onderscheiden modellen van de verzor-

gingsstaat. 

 Tenslotte worden vier aanbevelingen gedaan voor de praktijk: 1) begin met de 

ervaring en prioriteiten van de burgermaatschappij; 2) identificeer belangrijke 

personen die kunnen bemiddelen tussen formele actoren en de burgermaatschap-

pij; 3) experimenteer met verschillende benaderingen van de problematiek van 

krimpsteden; en 4) overschat de mogelijkheden van maatschappelijke actie niet.
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