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Abstract: Shrinkage, depopulation and the related structural decline threaten development trajectories of more than 
a quarter of European territories from the present until 2050. In April 2021, the European Commission has launched 
the Conference on the Future of Europe to involve citizens and players beyond the traditional actors in shaping future 
policy agendas. The initiative consists of a wide-scale citizen engagement policy offering them a digital framework 
to actively contribute to the most relevant debates from April to December 2021. Given that shrinkage is a neglected 
theme in traditional policy arenas, this article examines the proposals of European citizens for reviving the future of 
shrinking areas. Through content analysis, the article highlights a limited relative presence of shrinkage in the Confer-
ence debate. Nevertheless, the results offer insights into the thematic concentration and the affinity of shrinkage with 
the most popular policy debates. The article also discusses the content of citizens’ ideas for the future of shrinking 
areas, thus offering concrete proposals that may fuel the definition of future policy agendas.
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Introduction

Shrinking cities have been a growing topic 
of investigation for researchers and practition-
ers in the EU and beyond for the past two dec-
ades (Pallagst 2010; Rink et al. 2009; SCiRN 2008; 
Wiechmann 2009). The concept of shrinkage as 
a multifaceted process has been defined from 
different perspectives (Bontje, Musterd 2012; 
Haase et al. 2014; Wiechmann, Wolff 2013), and 
research agendas have been framed to deepen 
the knowledge around a broadening circum-
stance (Hollander et al. 2009). Shrinking areas are 

fragile places (Wolff et al. 2017), more vulnera-
ble to challenges and therefore deserving special 
care during policy design phases (Großmann 
et al. 2013; Stryjakiewicz, Jaroszewska 2016). 
Shrinkage is not limited to an urban dimension, 
as in many cases the spiral of structural decline 
involves larger territories with different features 
(Copus et al. 2020; Hoekveld 2012), and research 
shows that rural areas are particularly affected in 
Europe (Copus et al. 2020; ESPON, 2017).

Despite the growing attention which has ex-
panded the volume of research and its results, 
shrinkage has a hard time in climbing the priority 
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list of policy makers at least at supra-local lev-
el (Bernt et al. 2014). Recent research confirms 
that shrinkage has been growing steadily in the 
past three decades and it will continue on this 
trend in the upcoming three decades until 2050, 
also enlarging to more EU territories than now 
(Besana, Böhme 2020). Notwithstanding its ef-
forts, it seems that European policy-making has 
not yet answered the growing challenges of lo-
cal population decline with a strategic focus and 
structured approach.

The recent developments in the context of 
the EU Cohesion policy seem to reflect a re-
newed attention to the phenomenon of depopu-
lation. The Regulation of the European Regional 
Development Fund  2021–2027 includes for the 
first time a definition of what is a territory af-
fected by a demographic decline: provinces or 
municipalities—NUTS 3 or LAUs—with <12.5 
inhabitants/km2 or that have suffered an in-
terannual demographic decline of >1% during 
2007–2017 (European Parliament and Council, 
2021). These are indicated to receive attention by 
the Member States for developing specific local 
action plans in the new programming period. 
Whilst this constitutes a significant novelty for 
shrinkage in the European debate, it is the result 
of a watered-down compromise, as negotiations 
narratives suggest that the ambitious goal of 5% 
earmarked funds had to be scrapped from the 
Regulation in favour of the present non-binding 
formulation (Pazos-Vidal 2021). 

Moreover, it has been immediately pointed 
out that inconsistencies and dispersion between 
concurring policies and lack of binding elements 
within them signal an inbuilt resistance to rec-
ognise these areas facing structural decline. The 
limited political interest and the narrowness of 
the policy constellations behind this theme have 
limited the potential of a true change of pace 
for shrinkage in EU policy making (Pazos-Vidal 
2021). Symptomatic of this is the lack of reference 
to the definition in relevant policy documents in 
the field (European Commission, 2021). Despite 
a partial deception and several doubts about 
implementation and impact, a small milestone 
has been set with the inclusion of a definition of 
shrinkage in official regulations.

These recent developments offer a poten-
tial window in the policy debate to fuel the 

recognition of shrinkage and depopulation. 
Literature shows that in such a particular terri-
torial setting, and in the current political era, cit-
izens’ opinions and proposals become extremely 
relevant (Rodríguez-Pose 2018). A timely oppor-
tunity to support and valorise their contribution 
is the Conference on the Future of Europe recent-
ly launched (19th April 2021), which enriches the 
debate with a local perspective and has the ob-
jective to translate citizen proposals into policy 
priorities.

The Conference on the Future of Europe of-
fers citizens a new public space for an open, in-
clusive and transparent debate about the future 
of actions and policies in the EU. Over the nine 
months of the Conference (April 2021–December 
2021), citizens are called to directly intervene 
in setting the priorities of the policy agenda 
and traditional policy actors have the responsi-
bility to synthesise the agenda and translate it 
into concrete measures and policy instruments 
(European Commission, 2020b). The Conference 
of the Future of Europe can be described as a 
process of agenda-setting carried out by uncon-
ventional policy actors (Fischer, Miller 2017). It 
represents an unusual policy initiative offering 
an EU-wide exercise of citizen engagement that 
allows for cross-border exchange of ideas and in-
teractions among citizens.

The Conference on the Future of Europe is 
an ongoing exercise. The platform has been 
launched on April 19, 2021 and it will be closed 
on the 31st of December 2021. It identifies the 
following macro-themes for which citizens are 
called to enrich the policy debate through their 
ideas: Climate change and the environment; 
Health; A stronger economy, social justice and 
jobs; EU in the world; Values and rights, rule of 
law, security; Digital transformation; European 
democracy; Migration; Education, culture, youth 
and sport. 

This article aims at providing insights for the 
following questions: are EU citizens concerned 
about the depopulation and the downward spi-
ral of many territories when thinking about the 
future of the EU? Is the challenge of shrinkage 
perceived by citizens and which trends and 
themes is it mostly associated with? What ide-
as do citizens propose to mitigate this ongoing 
phenomenon? At the same time, the study also 
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allows reflecting on the perception of shrinkage 
and depopulation outside academia and the pol-
icy debate. 

The introduction has set the context and the 
aim of the research. The rest of the article is or-
ganised in three main sections. Section 2 outlines 
the data collection process, the choice of content 
analysis as the core methodology, including 
the illustration of the coding protocol. Section 3 
presents and discusses the results of the article. 
Three subsections differentiate the discussion 
of results between (I) the relevance of shrinkage 
and depopulation in the Conference; (II) the the-
matic concentration of ideas and languages of the 
debate; (III) the content of citizens’ proposals to 
address shrinkage. Section 4 reflects on the re-
sults and concludes. 

Materials and methods

This article analyses an EU’s policy initiative 
of citizen engagement, focusing on the so-called 
ideas proposed by citizens in the Conference on 
the Future of Europe. The purpose of the study 
is to research the presence of shrinkage or de-
population as a direct, or indirect topic in the de-
bate. The research interest lies in understanding 
whether EU citizens have been reflecting about 
depopulation or shrinkage when shaping their 
ideas about the future of Europe. This analysis 
considers the first period of activity of this wide 
citizen engagement tool: 19th April 2021–15th 
June 2021. The preliminary assessment of an al-
ready very consistent number of ideas would 
allow publishing the results whilst the platform 
is still open, thereby favouring the emersion of 
neglected topics. 

To provide an answer to the research ques-
tions, qualitative content analysis is identified as 
the most appropriate methodology (Flick 2014; 
Krippendorff 2018; Prior 2014). Nonetheless, 
the type of data and the research questions re-
quire that the analysis and the findings present 
also semi-quantitative elements in terms of oc-
currence and frequencies of concepts and words 
(Schreier 2014). Similarly to existing studies con-
cerning content analysis in the field of EU poli-
cy, whilst the approach is essentially qualitative, 
the analysis cannot prescind from involving 

quantitative steps (Hecker et al. 2019; Venghaus, 
Hake 2018).

The methodology consists of the application 
of content analysis to all EU citizens’ ideas post-
ed on the digital platform of the Conference on 
the Future of Europe between the launch date 
19th April and the 15th of June 2021. Following 
Scheirer (2014), the qualitative content analysis 
follows an open coding approach since the pilot 
phase. Then, the coding protocol has been eval-
uated and modified in the second round of cod-
ing, including the specification of sub-categories 
(Gibbs 2014; Venghaus, Hake 2018). The coding 
protocol has been refined in the analysis phase 
(third round) to better fit the data and its suitabil-
ity to answer the research question. A fourth and 
last round of coding has sharpened the coding 
protocol to improve the presentation of findings 
(Schreier 2014). 

The citizens’ ideas in the Conference on the 
Future of Europe constitute an unconventional 
type of data in the context of policy content anal-
ysis. The format, the length and the tone of the 
data collected resemble closely that of Twitter 
and Facebook posts. Thus, from a technical 
standpoint, we are dealing with a content anal-
ysis of social media material, which is another 
prominent field of application for content analy-
sis literature (Snelson 2016). 

However, differently from social media plat-
forms, the Conference on the Future of Europe 
has a declared purpose to shape the future pol-
icy agendas, and contributions are expected for 
a set of pre-defined themes. The audience is also 
slightly different: whilst for social media, the 
public is not predefined and, in most cases, re-
stricted to existing connections, the Conference 
is visible to an unrestricted public that can also 
interact. At the same time, EU policy makers 
represent the main declared targeted audience 
(European Commission, 2020b). 

Methods of content analysis in policy sciences 
have been applied to mass media and news re-
ports material (Howland et al. 2006; Sarainsky 
2015). However, whilst there is literature on the 
role of social media in the political debate, con-
tent analysis is scarcely applied to investigate 
the interplay between social media types of data 
with policy processes. This paper proposes to ap-
ply a methodology that is widely used for social 
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media (Snelson 2016) to a different media context 
and in an experimental phase of agenda-setting 
within EU policy cycles. Besides the specific re-
search interest on shrinkage and depopulation, 
elements of novelty stem from the unusual type 
of actors, data and format of the policy process 
under investigation. 

To analyse the data, the software MAXQDA is 
used. The software allows for coding with a good 
degree of flexibility along the research process. 
It favours the adaptation of the coding protocol 
as the subsequent rounds of analysis contribute 
to refine or redefine the analytical framework. 
This is especially important when an inductive 
approach and open coding are chosen.

This section continues displaying how the 
data collection has been conducted; then it illus-
trates the final coding protocol with more detail 
so as to explain the rationale adopted for the con-
tent analysis of this policy initiative.

Data collection

The Conference on the Future of Europe (dig-
ital platform) is the unique data source for this 
study. The data collection is performed thanks to 
an automated computing process from the ‘ideas’ 
section of the website (https://futureu.europa.
eu/). The automated data collection process re-
lies on python scripts to transfer the data (citizen 
ideas) from the website to pre-categorised word 
documents.

In the period 19th April 2021–15th June 2021, 
a total number of 4,576 ideas have been collect-
ed for the policy content analysis. The ideas are 
collected in ten separate documents, each corre-
sponding to one of the main themes identified 
by the EU Commission, the EU parliament and 
the Council (European Commission, 2020b). The 
coding is performed in the original language for 
English, French, Spanish and Italian. For all the 
remaining languages the coding is performed 
on the English translation of ideas, carried out 
through Microsoft Word translator. 

While the period of analysis does not cover 
the full length of the Conference on the Future of 
Europe, a sharp reduction has been observed in 
the pace of publications of new ideas in the weeks 
following our cut-off date (15th June) concerning 
the first eight weeks. The following eight weeks 
(until September 5) have increased the ideas by 

2,479, roughly half the amount of the initial eight 
weeks. At the same time carrying out the anal-
ysis of an ongoing policy debate also stands for 
an opportunity to continue or start contributing 
significantly before its end. When the results are 
disseminated rapidly, more ideas can be raised 
around the topic of shrinkage, which will re-
sult in greater attention from the EU institutions 
when concluding the Conference. 

The coding protocol

To answer the research question, the ideas 
are analysed with an open coding approach. The 
choice of an open coding approach under the 
guiding question has to do with the unconven-
tional type of data. In fact, ideas on the platform 
present important differences in length, language 
and register that in most cases do not resemble 
the existing academic and practice literature on 
shrinkage. Four rounds of coding are performed 
to refine or redefine the codes identified. In this 
way, the codes have been better suited, and the 
groups sorted more precisely so as to reflect the 
relevance of shrinkage in the Conference debate.

The first distinction is drawn at the surface be-
tween three main families of ideas and their rela-
tion to shrinkage or depopulation:
	– Supporting ideas: ideas that directly or indi-

rectly propose potential solutions to address 
shrinkage or depopulation.

	– Contrasting ideas: ideas that would be harm-
ful to shrinkage and depopulation typical is-
sues, or ideas that advocate for depopulation 
as a positive trend to be further accelerated.

	– Neutral ideas: ideas with no direct, nor indi-
rect connection with the issues of shrinkage 
and depopulation and ideas with a too broad 
or generalised scope of applicability. 
Supporting ideas reveal the relatedness of 

shrinkage with respect to other topics and prior-
ities. Being the most relevant but complex code 
to assess, it is unpacked into three different sub-
codes, each with additional sub-codes. Such a 
branch system is designed to better streamline 
the complexity of shrinkage and embrace as 
many topics that could potentially have a pos-
itive impact on shrinkage dynamics. The cod-
ing of supporting ideas branches as follows: (I) 
direct support for shrinkage, depopulation, or 
ageing; (II) indirect support or close affinity with 
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shrinkage; (III) support for remote and sparsely 
populated territories. 

Shrinkage, depopulation, or ageing: The first 
branch offers the most direct connection to the 
research question as it consists of those ideas that 
directly address the topic of shrinkage, depopu-
lation, or ageing. The ideas collected under this 
code specifically debate the problem of demog-
raphy in the EU in a large sense or referring to 
a specific territory. The key distinction between 
the present and the rest of the codes lies in the di-
rect reference to either shrinkage, depopulation or 
ageing in the text. Amongst these ideas, two sub-
codes will be distinguished in the result section: 
(I) awareness; (II) proposals.

Indirect support or affinity with shrinkage: 
the second branch collects those contributions 
that either propose ideas of general character 
with a clear territorial perspective in favour of 
disadvantaged territories or those ideas that di-
rectly discuss the issue of lagging regions and 
structural gaps. It is important to note that, de-
spite the thinking behind these proposals might 
collide with shrinkage typical issues, they do not 
include any direct reference to demography (shrink-
age, depopulation, or ageing). This branch will 
be further specified in the result section by the 
sub-codes: (I) digital relocation of labour; (II) 
structurally weak regions; (III) re-utilisation of 
infrastructure.

Support for remote and sparsely populat-
ed territories: the third branch recollects ideas 
in support of rural and remote areas typical is-
sues, or ideas advocating for a re-localisation of 
life choices and the revamping of local economic 
activities at the detriment of multinational trade 
schemes. Despite the affinity of shrinkage with 
remote and rural contexts, no strict reference to 
demography is recorded in these branch ideas. 
Nonetheless, the potential relevance of the cod-
ed ideas and the affinity with shrinkage can be 
drawn from literature (Copus et al. 2020). This 
branch will be further specified in the Results 
section by the sub-codes: (I) remoteness and ru-
ralism; (II) re-localism and deglomeration

Contrasting and neutral ideas codes contribu-
tions that are either neutral or have a direct and 
explicit negative impact on the shrinkage spiral. 
For the latter, only ideas with a strict explicit con-
nection with shrinkage have been here considered. 
In the Results section, the code is further specified. 

Results and discussion

The analysis of the policy content reveals that 
the presence of shrinkage and, more generally, of 
depopulation and lagging territories seems lim-
ited in the contributions from EU citizens in the 
Conference on the Future of Europe. 

This section addresses first the significance 
of shrinkage-related ideas and the results of the 
coding iterations, then, in the second sub-section, 
the thematic concentration and language of the 
proposals discussed. In the third sub-section, the 
content of the most relevant ideas for shrinkage 
is illustrated through some examples.

Shrinkage- and depopulation-related ideas 
in the Conference on the Future of Europe

This section discusses first the incidence and 
the relevance of shrinkage-related ideas in the 
Conference for the Future of Europe. Then, it 
illustrates the distribution of such shrinkage-re-
lated ideas across the different sub-codes of the 
protocol. 

The total number of ideas coded amounts to 
4,576 across the ten different themes categorised 
by the EU Commission in the digital platform in 
the period under scrutiny (19th April 2021–15th 
June 2021). On the total number, only 119 put 
forward ideas that support directly, or indirectly 
the issue of shrinkage. Figure 1 illustrates the rel-
atively low attention arising from shrinkage-re-
lated issues in the Conference on the Future of 
Europe.

Figure 1 shows that most ideas for the future 
of the EU do not have any direct, or indirect re-
lation to shrinkage typical issues. Such low in-
cidence (2.6%) becomes particularly interesting 
when considering the number of people that 
already today live in declining urban and rural 
contexts.

It can be estimated that at least 19.4% of the 
European population lives in a shrinking mu-
nicipality. The estimation is definitely conserv-
ative as, following one of the most widely used 
shrinking city definitions (SCiRN 2008; Wolff, 
Wiechmann 2018), it takes into account only mu-
nicipalities that are >5,000 inhabitants. It means 
that the percentage of people living in shrinking 
contexts would raise when considering small-
er municipalities, rural and sparsely populated 



20	 Flavio Besana

areas, that are often associated with shrinkage 
episodes (Copus et al. 2020; ESPON, 2017).

The pure numbers are, of course, not easily 
comparable as we are talking about ideas on one 
side and population on the other. Nevertheless, 
a limited incidence of shrinkage-related ideas 
alone and the volume of people living in such 
contexts seem worth highlighting in shrinking 
cities and regional studies debates.

The reasons why shrinkage-related problems 
do not attract greater attention from citizens 
can be various and opposing. Taking the most 
recent literature into account, it can be inferred 
that it has to do with the feeling of being left be-
hind, which seems to drive citizens away from 
a European future towards a future of nations 
(Rodríguez-Pose 2018, 2020). In such interpreta-
tion the habitants of shrinking areas lean more 
towards nationalist sentiments which are often 
associated with Euro-scepticism, thereby show-
ing lower levels of participation in the debates 
on the future of the EU. 

A different reading would suggest that the 
lack of contributions derives from a reduced 
engagement caused by a perduring situation of 
decline or by the lack of engagement structures 
and habits, which is totally unrelated to political 

beliefs. In this interpretation, citizens would feel 
like having less care about the future of their ter-
ritories, or simply lack the initiative or the frame-
work for giving their contribution (Hospers 
2013).

Alternatively, it is possible that most citizens 
feel at ease with the shrinking situation and are 
simply not interested in changing the status. 
Whilst it is hard to find literature pointing in this 
direction, this option should not be excluded. 

Different reasons seem plausible to explain 
the low involvement of European citizens with 
shrinking areas’ futures. However, it is beyond 
the scope (and the methodology) of this study to 
retrieve the motivations underlying this appar-
ent lack of interest. What is relevant for this ar-
ticle is to highlight that shrinking cities, despite 
being an issue of growing concern from past to 
future (Besana, Böhme 2020), do not attract citi-
zens’ attention as data and literature would have 
suggested.

Table 1 illustrates in more detail the distribu-
tion of shrinkage-related ideas across the differ-
ent sub-codes identified. This layer of analysis 
will allow for a more detailed perception of cit-
izens’ ideas within the Conference on the Future 
of Europe.

Only 48 of the 119 coded ideas directly ad-
dress the problem of shrinkage, depopulation, or 
ageing. Among these, results from the open cod-
ing approach suggest the following distinction: 
	– Awareness: A total of 20 ideas that discuss the 

demographic issue with the main objective of 

Table 1. Coding results of Citizens’ ideas in the Con-
ference on the Future of Europe.

Subsections of main code Main 
code

No. of 
ideas

Awareness-raising on shrinkage or 
depopulation 20

Proposals to mitigate shrinkage or 
depopulation 28

Ruralism and remoteness proposals 20
Re-localism and deglomeration propos-
als 26

Re-utilisation of infrastructure proposals 3
Digital relocation of labour proposals 6
Proposals for structurally weak regions 16
Calling for further depopulation 5
Urbanisation and agglomeration 8

Source: own elaboration based on data from the Confer-
ence on the Future of Europe.

2.58% 0.28%

97.14% 

Supporting ideas

Contrasting ideas

Neutral ideas

Fig. 1. Relevance of shrinkage in citizens’ ideas in the 
debate on the future of Europe. 

Source: own elaboration based on data from the Confer-
ence on the Future of Europe.
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raising awareness and calling for the interven-
tion of relevant public bodies. 

	– Proposals: A total of 28 ideas that, going a 
step further, acknowledge the demographic 
problem and propose solutions to address it 
either locally or at a wider scale. The content is 
presented with greater detail later on.
Among the remaining shrinkage-related ide-

as, a majority of 46 are proposals in support of 
rural, remote and sparsely populated areas. 
Whilst the rural dimension of shrinkage is per-
ceived with greater emphasis, its urban dimen-
sion shrinkage does not seem to be prioritised by 
EU citizens in the Conference. As a result of the 
open coding iterations, the following sub-catego-
ries are distinguished:
	– Remoteness and ruralism: A total of 20 ide-

as propose or advocate for solutions to the 
typical problems of remote and rural shrink-
ing areas such as access to essential services, 
school and education availability, social and 
economic opportunities, mobility and attrac-
tiveness (Barca et al. 2014).

	– Re-localism and deglomeration: A total of 
26 ideas promote the benefits of living, work-
ing and consuming in non-urban contexts or 
ideas calling for the need to decentralise life 
choices for socio-economic and environmental 
reasons. 
The remaining shrinkage-related ideas dis-

play an affinity with shrinkage, especially ad-
dressing the issue of structural decline. Even 
though not mentioning directly the demographic 
dimension, proposals addressing structural terri-
torial weaknesses are closely relevant and recall 
the socio-economic disparities that are typical 
of shrinking areas. As a result of the open cod-
ing iterations, the following sub-categories are 
distinguished:
	– Digital relocation of labour: Six ideas advo-

cate for the flexible re-location of digital jobs 
that directly embed a territorial perspective. 
Whilst digital relocation of labour is a trend-
ing topic across the Conference on the Future 
of Europe, the ideas in favour of teleworking 
per se have not been included in this code as 
it is not possible to derive information about 
the geographical location of such jobs, which 
can also happen in metropolitan areas and 
fast-growing cities. The key element consid-
ered is the co-occurrence of job re-locations 

with a territorial perspective in favour of re-
mote, forgotten places to reduce disparities 
and re-balance development opportunities.

	– Structurally weak regions: A total of 16 ide-
as call for the reduction of structural gaps 
between EU territories. They directly refer to 
the problem of lagging regions and either call 
for action or propose solutions to re-distribute 
development opportunities. 

	– Re-utilisation of infrastructure: Three ideas 
propose the revitalisation of abandoned in-
dustrial sites, buildings or infrastructure in 
general. Despite no direct reference to demog-
raphy, this very specific category of ideas ad-
dresses one of the problems most often char-
acterising shrinking contexts. 
All the rest of the ideas analysed by the paper 

are either negatively related to shrinkage or are 
neutral. The following codes help to distinguish 
among them: 
	– Calling for further depopulation: Five ideas 

advocate the need for a continuous reduction 
of population in the EU to preserve the en-
vironment and to re-install a sustainable de-
mographic balance among generations. These 
ideas promote a consistent reduction of de-
mography to relieve the pressure on the pri-
mary source and land deprivation in the EU. 

	– Advocacy for urbanisation and agglomer-
ation: Eight ideas promote further urbanisa-
tion and greater agglomeration towards capi-
tals and major cities. These ideas dwell on the 
need to concentrate services and infrastruc-
ture to increase efficiency and improve acces-
sibility of services and network effects. 

	– Neutral ideas: All remaining ideas have no 
direct relation to shrinkage, nor affinity with 
shrinkage topics. The code recollects all ideas 
of broad applicability (no significant relation 
to demography or shrinkage) or those specific 
proposals that neither express any territorial 
nor socio-demographic thinking. 

Thematic concentration of shrinkage-related 
ideas and languages of the debate

The present section starts by illustrating the 
language of shrinkage-related ideas to verify the 
presence of patterns or exceptional concentra-
tions of interest on shrinkage in specific national 
debates. Figures are displayed in Table 2. 



22	 Flavio Besana

The most diffused language in the debate 
on the future of shrinking areas is English. 
Unsurprisingly, it is most often used to reach 
a larger audience but becomes less relevant to 
identify specific local debates around shrinkage. 
The remaining distribution of the original lan-
guage of shrinkage-related ideas shows the high-
er attention given by French speakers (24 ideas), 
followed by a good representation from German 
(14 ideas) and Spanish (12 ideas) speakers; 
Italian speakers have also contributed, though 
to a minor extent (six ideas). The contribution 
of Slovakian speakers (six ideas) to the debate 
is impressive when considering the size of the 
Slovakian population compared to all the rest. 
The remaining ideas display smaller contribu-
tions from Portuguese, Hungarian (three ideas), 
Finnish and Latvian (two ideas), and Romanian, 
Dutch, Swedish and Polish (one idea). 

It is particularly relevant to relate the amount 
of shrinkage ideas to the total of ideas submit-
ted per language. The last column of Table 2 
displays the results of this calculation and re-
veals some insights on the relevance of shrink-
age across EU national debates. Limitedly to the 
information available and within the perimeter 
of the Conference on the Future of Europe, it 
is worth noting that Latvian and Slovakian de-
bates are showing the highest engagement in the 
future of shrinking areas. Spanish, Portuguese 
and Hungarian speakers still display a signifi-
cant engagement. The remaining languages dis-
play a comparatively low engagement, while the 

languages absent from the table did not display 
any shrinkage-related idea.

The section continues by illustrating the the-
matic concentration of shrinkage-related ideas 
among the policy topics set by the Conference 
on the Future of Europe. This information is 
relevant to see what trend topics the future of 
shrinking areas is associated with. What could 
be the main drivers of intervention for the future 
of shrinking areas? What are the policy themes 
citizens feel more closely related to shrinkage? 
Figure 2 reports the frequency of ideas in sup-
port of shrinkage across the ten themes available 
in the Conference. 

The thematic concentration reveals a rather 
neat association of topics with shrinkage. Ideas 
in the fields of environmental and social justice 
represent roughly 60% of the total. Whilst for 
economic, employment and social justice it is an 
expected result considering the typical struggles 
of shrinking areas, it is striking to observe that 
Climate change and the environment are even 
more often associated with shrinkage spiral. On 
a first interpretation, it reads that the path to a 
greener future for the EU goes at hand with bet-
ter future perspectives for shrinking areas. 

Climate change and the environment is the most 
common theme associated with ideas on the fu-
ture of shrinking cities. EU citizens have most 
often associated the revamping of declining ur-
ban and rural contexts at the detriment of metro-
politan areas with having a positive rebalancing 
of land and resources exploitation. In general, 

Table 2. Language of shrinkage-related ideas in the Conference on the Future of Europe.

Languages/topics Shrinkage, depop-
ulation, ageing 

Remoteness and 
re-localism

Indirect affinity 
with shrinkage No. of ideas % on total ideas 

per language
English 24 8 11 43 2.6
French 6 14 4 24 3.7
German 4 6 4 14 1.3
Spanish 5 7 12 4.8
Italian 2 4 6 2.3
Slovakian 2 2 2 6 11.8
Portuguese 3 3 4.4
Hungarian 1 2 3 4.3
Finnish 1 1 2 5.0
Latvian 1 1 2 33.3
Romanian 1 1 2.6
Dutch 1 1 0.6
Swedish 1 1 2.2
Polish 1 1 1.9

Source: own elaboration based on data from the Conference on the Future of Europe.
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citizens consider the objectives of climate miti-
gation actions compatible and benefitting the 
revival of declining areas, especially in rural 
domains.

A stronger economy, social justice and jobs come 
second for shrinkage-related ideas. Economic 
stagnation or decline, social inequalities and re-
duced job opportunities constitute the main fea-
tures of shrinkage definitions in existing litera-
ture (Bontje, Musterd 2012; Hollander et al. 2009; 
Rink et al. 2009). The affinity of shrinkage with 
this theme is tight and lies at the origins of the 
phenomenon. Citizen proposals touch upon the 
territorial disparities suggesting greater invest-
ment in skills and innovation, as well as facili-
tated paths to create or access job opportunities.

Migration and emigration patterns at different 
levels are typically associated with shrinkage in 
both specialised and general literature (Haase et 
al. 2016; The Economist 2017; Wolff et al. 2017). 
Patterns of outmigration, both within countries 
and between EU countries are often cited among 
the major causes of shrinkage. In the Conference 
on the Future of Europe, this argument is 
strengthened but it is often enriched by an addi-
tional perspective on global migration schemes. 
Extra-EU immigration is proposed by citizens as 
a potential source of revitalisation for shrinking 
areas of the EU.

The idea in the remaining themes covers a 
wide spectrum of shrinkage-related problems 
with a more specific focus. Health and Values and 
rights, rule of law and security stress the shrinkage 

typical difficulties in accessibility to basic ser-
vices, especially in rural and remote shrinking 
areas (Copus et al. 2020; ESPON, 2017; Verma, 
Taegen 2019). European democracy revamps the 
argumentation of forgotten and left behind plac-
es (Davoudi 2019; Rodríguez-Pose 2018) and the 
importance for them to have a bigger voice in the 
future of Europe. Digital transformation empha-
sises the structural gap in digital infrastructure 
that handicaps the development trajectories of 
shrinking areas (Barca et al. 2014; Copus et al. 
2020; Haase 2012), especially in a changing world 
where remote working may constitute a major 
opportunity for their revitalisation. 

In the next section, the article synthetises the 
most recurring ideas and concrete proposals that 
citizens have suggested to address the problem 
of shrinkage in the EU.

Content of shrinkage-related proposals

The results highlight a relatively limited rele-
vance of shrinkage and shrinkage-related issues 
in citizens’ contributions to the Conference on 
the Future of Europe. Then, the thematic con-
centration of ideas not only suggests traditional 
(service accessibility and industrial revitalisa-
tion), but also new perspectives (remote working 
and environmental) to think about the future of 
shrinking areas in the EU. 

Notwithstanding the relatively scarce signifi-
cance in overall volumes, the 48 shrinkage ideas, 
plus the additional 71 shrinkage-related ideas 
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Fig. 2. Concentration of shrinkage-related ideas across themes of the Conference on the Future of Europe. 
Source: own elaboration based on data from the Conference on the Future of Europe.
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offer interesting material to reflect about the cit-
izens’ perception of the problem, and especially 
their proposed solutions. In a policy initiative 
that prioritises EU citizens’ voices to shape the 
agenda of future policies and in general the fu-
ture of Europe, their proposals gain extra empha-
sis and reach higher importance. In the following 
paragraphs, the content of citizens’ proposals is 
presented.

The illustration of citizens’ proposals prior-
itises contributions that have a direct target on 
shrinkage or structural disparities between re-
gions, and actively proposes ideas that could re-
vitalise such contexts. Following these criteria, a 
total of 51 ideas have been selected for their ac-
tive contribution to shrinkage and depopulation 
debate within the Conference. The recurrence of 
very similar ideas enabled grouping them into 
representative categories. This last step, which 
can be methodologically described as a final 
round of coding applied on a restricted sample, 
makes it possible to synthesise the analysis and 
present the ideas in a coherent way. Figure 3 dis-
plays the frequency of citizens proposals grouped 
in the synthetic categories identified.

Results show that EU citizens, when contribut-
ing to shape the future of shrinking areas, priori-
tise the following ideas and opportunities for the 
revitalisation of such declining socio-economic 
contexts. Immigration and migrants’ integration in 
the local reality is often (seven ideas) proposed 
as a unique opportunity to revitalise depopulat-
ing areas. Intra and extra EU immigrations are 

equally proposed, and a call for an orchestrated 
process, based on the labour and skills needed 
in each territory, is a common feature of ideas 
pointing in this direction. 

With the same frequency (seven ideas), cit-
izens’ ideas suggest a Green Cohesion policy with 
depopulation criteria. These ideas call for specific 
employment incentives, subsidies, and support 
to promote a strategy of innovation and indus-
trial revitalisation in depopulating territories. All 
these ideas stress the need to have a common de-
nominator on sustainability that drives revitali-
sation strategies. Among this category, we find 
the proposal of a ‘location-based quota’ of funds 
with facilitated procedures that helps entrepre-
neurs and innovators to settle in shrinking areas. 
On similar wavelengths, we find ideas that pro-
pose compensations to rural and depopulating 
areas for their eco-system services and incentives 
for polluting companies to invest their due com-
pensations in such areas. 

Together with Immigration and a renewed co-
hesion spirit, citizens’ proposals find most com-
mon ground on Remote working and tax adaptation 
for the service economy (seven ideas). The Covid-19 
crisis has confirmed the possibility to delocalise a 
consistent number of tasks, and jobs in the service 
economy, thanks to remote working schemes. 
EU citizens identify this as a major opportunity 
to revitalise shrinking contexts, thanks to the re-
location of workers towards less crowded, more 
natural, cheaper locations, but also the inver-
sion of past migration paths from major cities to 
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places of origin. These ideas converge also in the 
call for ad-hoc regulation from the EU to harmo-
nise the possibility from a tax and social security 
perspective. 

Financial support for families and childcare fol-
lows closely the previous ideas in terms of fre-
quency among shrinkage-related ideas (five ide-
as). This category is centred on the decline of birth 
rates and its ideas advocate for greater financial 
(but also services) support for families to be able 
to raise more children. These ideas include not 
only direct help to families, and wider and more 
capillary access to childcare, but also incentive 
systems based on the number of children. For 
instance, ideas include a progressive scheme to 
anticipate retirement soils proportionally on the 
number of children. On the matter of childcare, 
ideas propose an active role of older generations 
in intergenerational education facilities hosting 
kids and retired people together. The relevance 
of older people in the debate is confirmed by the 
next category of ideas: research in healthy ageing, 
longevity and rejuvenation (four ideas). Differently 
from the previous category, the decline in birth 
rates is assumed irreversible, and proposals go 
in the direction of older people for revitalising 
shrinking areas. This category collects proposals 
advocating for greater investments in research 
for healthier ageing, longevity and rejuvenation 
therapies. A very elaborated proposal also sug-
gests the foundation of a ‘European Institute for 
Healthy Longevity Research’.

Some citizens’ proposals highlight the need 
for greater public investment to fuel a skill and in-
novation-based revitalisation (three ideas) of shrink-
ing areas, including re-skilling programmes, 
both practical and intellectual, for areas where 
traditional industries have been phased out but 
also direct subsidies and incentives for catalysing 
innovation. On the matter of knowledge skills, 
other proposals call for compensation schemes for 
brain drain (three ideas), both in the direction of 
so-called ‘comeback’ programmes for previous-
ly emigrated workers, but also in the direction of 
subsidies and direct investments in shrinking ar-
eas to attract new workers and incentive schemes 
to support their relocation. Improvement in the 
access to basic services and local mobility (three ide-
as) is also stressed as being the main critical fac-
tor in rural and remote shrinking areas. On these 

competencies, inter-municipal cooperation (one 
idea) is proposed as a possible solution, which 
calls for national or supra-national support in 
promoting such cooperation frameworks.

The remaining proposals to mitigate depop-
ulation trends and revitalise shrinkage con-
texts include a greater Political commitment and 
representation (two ideas) for these territories, 
through regionalisation of political responsibili-
ties and tighter links between national decisions 
and local representation; Fiscal incentives for in-
dividuals and companies (two ideas) to locate or 
re-locate in shrinking (or declining) areas; a shift 
in macro-economic paradigm is desired to revert ag-
glomeration economies and privilege local and 
small-scale production and consumption chains 
(two ideas). On a similar note, Cryptocurrencies 
(two ideas) are proposed to be a powerful instru-
ment against money concentration, able to re-dis-
tribute and re-equalise development opportuni-
ties across territories.

Conclusions

Shrinkage and depopulation have constitut-
ed an important challenge for territorial devel-
opment in Europe (Gløersen et al. 2016; Hospers 
2013; Wolff et al. 2017) and recent studies reveal 
that their impact is expected to grow further in the 
upcoming years (European Commission, 2020a; 
Directorate-General for Economic and Financial 
Affairs, 2020), with growing patterns of localised 
decline (Besana, Böhme 2020). Despite the grow-
ing attention which has expanded the volume of 
research and interest, shrinkage has struggled 
to climb the priority list of policy makers at su-
pra-local level (Bernt et al. 2014). The latest devel-
opments in Cohesion policy would suggest that 
demographic decline has finally gained attention, 
but several doubts have immediately been cast on 
the inbuilt resistance to recognise the structural 
decline of shrinking areas, and the perduring lack 
of structured interventions (Pazos-Vidal 2021). In 
this policy context, the Conference on the Future of 
Europe constitutes an EU-wide initiative of citizen 
engagement, allowing them to influence the future 
policy agenda of the EU (European Commission, 
2020b) and revamp the interest around socio-eco-
nomic difficulties of shrinking areas. 



26	 Flavio Besana

This article analysed citizen contributions in 
this debate through a qualitative content analysis 
of their ideas (Flick 2014; Prior 2014). Following 
an automated process of data collection, citizens’ 
proposals have been assessed through a coding 
protocol, the result of an open coding approach 
in multiple iterations (Gibbs 2014; Schreier 2014). 
Results of the analysis display a limited rele-
vance of shrinkage and depopulation in citizens’ 
proposals for the future of Europe. Among the 
4,576 contributions, only 48 directly address the 
demographic issue, plus 71 show affinity or in-
directly support issues that are closely related to 
shrinkage. The relevance appears low when con-
sidering the extension of shrinkage phenomena, 
accounting for roughly 25% of EU territories and 
20% of the EU population. Whilst the engagement 
of citizens in this debate is hard to interpret, pos-
sible concurring reasons for low participation on 
these issues can be traced to citizens’ resignation 
and inability sentiment (Hospers 2013), or their 
abandonment feeling by institutions (Rodríguez-
Pose 2018, 2020). 

Despite the limited relevance compared to the 
other themes, shrinkage and depopulation ide-
as constitute valid material to reflect on citizens’ 
perception of the problem, and their proposals 
for the future of shrinking areas. The results of 
the thematic analysis suggest that the future of 
shrinkage has been most often associated with 
the following main policy challenges: (a) climate 
change, environment and sustainable resources 
exploitation; (b) economy, social justice and em-
ployment; (c) migration patterns, perceived both 
as cause and possible solution. 

The article also analyses the content of citi-
zen concrete proposals to revitalise the future 
of shrinking areas. These results may constitute 
a good base to fuel policy debates on shrinkage 
and help policy makers to shape their agendas 
when intervening in these fragile places. In syn-
thesis, citizens see the greatest opportunities for 
revitalisation in: immigration and migrants’ so-
cietal integration in local realities; in the fiscal 
adaption and institutionalisation of remote work-
ing schemes; in the financial support, incentives 
and childcare for families to raise more children; 
in the creation of re-skilling programmes driven 
by an innovation spirit that is both practical and 
knowledge-based; in compensation schemes and 
comeback programmes for brain drain as well as 

incentives for individuals and companies to relo-
cate towards shrinking areas; in the research for 
healthier ageing and longevity. In addition, cit-
izens ideas would suggest institutions to: adopt 
a new Green Cohesion spirit that includes loca-
tion-based quotas with depopulation criteria; 
improve access to basic services, and local mo-
bility, also through inter-municipal cooperation 
schemes; review their macro-economic paradigm 
in favour of deglomeration objectives and the 
adoption of cryptocurrencies.

This article sheds light on EU citizens’ percep-
tion of shrinkage and their ideas for the future 
of these territories. In the meanwhile, the policy 
debate on these themes seems to receive increas-
ing attention as the projections indicate that it 
will be a major challenge for Europe in the next 
30 years. Considering the stakes, more research 
is needed to understand the citizens’ perspective 
on this problem. This article only covers a tiny 
portion of the debate, monitoring needs to be 
continued within the Conference on the Future 
of Europe. More importantly, research in this di-
rection needs to be extended beyond the bound-
aries of the Conference, as citizens are active lo-
cally or through different digital and non-digital 
frameworks.
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