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Introduction and contribution

Although numerous studies in the rural staying literature have analyzed how young people make
their choice to stay, a substantial share of studies tend to either focus on adolescents (e.g., Thissen,
Drooglever Fortuijn, Strijker and Haartsen, 2010; O’Shea, Southgate, Jardine and Delahunty, 2019) or
on return migrants (e.g., Simoes, Rocha and Mateus, 2019) and newcomers at the start of the family-
formation stage (e.g., Haartsen and Stockdale, 2018). As a response, more studies include young
adults who continue to reside in their rural home area, such as Stockdale, Theunissen and Haartsen
(2018).

Nevertheless, studies such as Stockdale et al. (2018) still apply a broad selection of rural
young adults ranching from the ones who still study to those who have already made a more definite
choice with for instance residing together with a partner. We argue that such a broad selection
undermines the attention for one specific group of young adults, namely the ones who have just
started their career and, yet, reside without a partner. We belief that this group is very promising for
the rural staying literature and the life-course literature because they are about to make a more
definite residential choice, of course still considering that a residential choice might always be
renegotiated. In addition, this group is useful for regional policies because they can be considered as
the floating group of rural young adults. They will be still open to, and are also ready to, decide
whether to stay or leave.

Rural young adults who are at the start of their career and residing without a partner have a
unique perspective on staying in comparison with other young adults. On the one hand, in
comparison with young adults who reside with a partner, and might have even reached the family-
formation life-course stage, young adults residing without a partner are less settled and therefore
more open in making their future residential choices. In addition, young adults who reside with a
partner are more likely to have a more favorable perception of their past decisions and therefore
justify their past decision which may not match with the actual decision process making. On the
other hand, young adults who have just started their career are more ready to make a residential
choice, and thus have a more realistic view on the future, in comparison with their younger peers
who are still in their studies.

This paper aims to understand the residential decision making process and future residential
plans of young adults who currently reside in the rural areas of Oost-Groningen, The Netherlands,
and Clogher Valley, Northern-Ireland and just started their career but are not, yet, residing together
with a partner. In doing so, this paper also aims to compare two geographical settings.

Methodology

This paper is part of the STAYin(g) Rural project and utilizes 14 semi structured in-depth interviews
with young adults which covers a rich story-line of the lives of the floating young adults so far and
their view on future residential choices.

To harmonize the methodology in the two countries with two different languages, the
guidelines were linguistically validated. The guideline was initially created in English and then
translated in Dutch. After translation, wordings and concepts which could not be translated clearly
were adjusted in the English version until it fitted with the Dutch version and vice versa. The
interviews were conducted by two persons, with the same person in each region to be able to
conduct the interviews in the native language. After recording, the interviews were transcribed in
their native language. The analysis of the transcripts was also conducted in the native language,
however by one person who was able to understand both languages.

The interviews were conducted in the period between December 2020 and July 2021. This
means that most of the interviews were held online due to the covid-19 restrictions at that time. The



topic of covid-19 was not explicitly addressed and respondents were asked, if needed, to answer the
guestions regardless of the influences from covid-19.

The recruitment of respondents consisted of a follow-up from a random household survey
and further recruitment through parents from the same random survey. In addition, some
respondents were required through contacting organizations, such as sport associations in villages.
This resulted in 34 interviews with young adults in both areas combined. Eventually, 14 young adults
were selected who matched the criteria for this paper.

Respondents were equally divided to the two regions, areas within the regions, age and
gender. Because most young adults in rural Clogher Valley either reside with their parents or with a
partner, residing alone is less common here in comparison with Oost-Groningen. Hence, all
respondents from Clogher Valley still reside with their parents whereas 3 out of the 7 respondents
from Oost-Groningen still reside with their parents.

Data and analysis
The interviews started with memorizing the respondents’ (non)residential history which included
their childhood, the time while growing up, educational choices and employment choices made so
far. Then, the respondents shared their view of their relations to other people in the area and
feelings of belonging. In addition, the interviews covered residential experience, daily activities and
mobility, and relations to other areas. Specific attention was given to potential contributions in the
region such as though community participation. Finally, and most relevant for this paper, the
interviews addressed future residential plans. This included the reasoning or motivations for those
plans, the decisions and negotiations and/or trade-offs that may have to be made and with whom,
and how they are linked to the upcoming life-course stage.

The qualitative software Atlas.ti was used to analyze the interview transcripts. Initially, the
transcripts were coded with open coding within each topic. This initial coding followed an inductive
approach. Then, axial coding was conducted to merge similar open codes into more abstract codes.

Expected findings

This paper expects to find overarching themes and patterns which play a role in the decision making
process to date, and in future residential plans. The following themes could be important themes:
belonging to the area, social roots and network, perception of the local community and possible
involvement in it, career ambitions, a potential partner and finally future residential plans. It will be
interesting to analyze whether the young adults apply conscious strategies in dealing with potential
trade-offs and uncertainties. This is especially interesting for the particular group of young adults
reported in this paper.
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