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Policy Context of the Seminar

Europe is undergoing rapid political, social, economic, and technological transformations — with uneven
territorial and regional effects. To be effective, responses must be place-based and territorially sensitive,
requiring well functioning coordination across levels of government and partnerships.

This was reaffirmed in the June 2025 declaration by ministers responsible for Cohesion Policy, Territorial
Cohesion, and Urban Matters, and builds on the Territorial Agenda 2030, which promotes balanced,
inclusive, and sustainable development through the integration of territorial perspectives in all governance
and policy processes.

The European Commission’s proposals for the next Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) further
underline the need to improve coordination across sectors and governance levels.

This seminar, part of the European Week of Regions and Cities 2025 (“Close to you” event), contributes to
the thematic area “The Right to Stay: Unlocking the Potential of Every Territory.” The sessions will explore
how communities can be strengthened, and people choose to stay and thrive locally.

The seminar addresses three key themes:

* Demographic development in small places
* The importance of change agency

* Connecting small regions to larger ones

A section on further reading is provided at the end.

Demographic development in small places

Most western societies are facing a demographic shift marked by aging populations. The number of
older residents is rising while the youth population is shrinking. This trend is especially pronounced in
smaller and more remote areas. These often have the highest concentrations of elderly inhabitants.
This poses serious challenges.

Norway is notable in a European context for its large share of residents living outside its five largest
cities- Oslo, Bergen, Stavanger, Trondheim, and Tromsg. Of the country’s roughly 5.6 million people,
approximately 4.1 million reside beyond these municipalities.
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Norway is experiencing a major demographic shift, primarily driven by a decline in fertility rates. This
change is influenced by factors such as an increased number of people being childless, postponed
parenthood, and smaller family sizes. In 2024, the fertility rate dropped to a record low of approximately 1.4
children per woman—~0.7 below the replacement level of 2.1 needed to sustain population size.

According to the recent ESPON RURALPLAN project, currently 40% of the European population live in a
shrinking region, where shrinking means population decline and/or aging. Furthermore, within the EU, due
to ageing and declining birth rates, the population will peak around 2026 and gradually shrink the coming
decades. The EU’s working-age population is projected to decline by 57,4 million until 2100, and the old-
age dependency ratio to increase from 33% to 60% by 2100.

These demographic changes have profound implications in general, but especially for smaller peripheral
communities. As populations age and young people migrate to urban areas, these regions experience a
decline in their youth population. This outmigration weakens local sustainability and contributes to a
growing "inverse dependency ratio," where fewer working-age individuals are available to support both
older adults and children.

Such shifts also pose challenges for innovation and economic renewal, potentially slowing the development
of new industries or the modernization of existing ones. Moreover, they make it increasingly difficult to
maintain essential services like health- and social care and education in areas facing population decline.

However, in this context, one of Norway’s enduring strengths can be found in its dispersed settlement
pattern. Vibrant small towns collaborating with neighbouring municipalities are crucial for supporting
residents outside the largest urban centres. Many key services—particularly specialized healthcare and
education—are concentrated in regional hubs, playing a vital role for surrounding rural populations.

To maintain quality of life, and ensure continued access to essential services in small peripheral areas, it is
vital to encourage inward migration and develop strategic, place-sensitive approaches to service delivery.

The Importance of Change Agency

Agency, especially change agency, plays a crucial role in regional development by enabling intentional
actions shaping and influencing local conditions. It is expressed through innovative entrepreneurship,
institutional entrepreneurship, and place-based leadership. These forms of agency operate within the
unique opportunities and constraints of each region, helping to forge new paths for growth and adaptation.
In doing so, regions can respond to external pressures and actively steer their own development.
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Change agency is especially relevant in peripheral areas, where local actors have the potential to initiate
new trajectories and challenge outdated narratives that depict these regions as lacking innovation.
Positive and forward-thinking storytelling is vital for legitimizing emerging opportunities and industries, as
it fosters confidence in the region’s capacity for renewal and progress.

When combined, change agency and constructive narratives can enable regions to harness local
resources, address structural barriers, and pursue sustainable, resilient development. This empowers
communities to shape their own futures rather than being defined by external expectations. By placing
greater emphasis on the strengths and opportunities present in smaller regions, the perceived
opportunity space among residents expands—encouraging more individuals to take initiative and
engage in innovative or entrepreneurial activities.

Connecting small regions to larger ones

Connecting innovative efforts in smaller regions to broader innovation ecosystems is vital for promoting
knowledge exchange, accessing essential resources, and tapping into a wide range of expertise. These
connections can accelerate innovation locally while contributing to overall economic growth and
integration across larger systems. For smaller peripheral regions, inter-regional collaboration is
especially important—it can help overcome geographic isolation, boost competitiveness, and support
technological progress and sustainable development.

Innovation in small regions plays a pivotal role in driving national economic performance. It increases
productivity, fosters diversification, attracts talent and investment, and enhances resilience by allowing
flexible experimentation with emerging technologies and business models. These regions often serve as
testing grounds for new approaches, which—once proven successful—can be scaled up to benefit the
wider economy. In this way, they contribute meaningfully to long-term national competitiveness and
sustainability.
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