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Abstract 
This report is a documentation for an extensive trend identification and assessment process 
which was carried out by the RURAZATION team. A large diversity of trends was identified in 
European research reports, scientific journals, futures literature as well as in national sources 
to avoid the language bias. The approach of the trend analysis was exploratory, not 
confirmatory or normative. The list of 1,560 trend observations is neither exhaustive nor 
representative and fully balanced as there is no theory of the future that would guide us to 
pick up the ‘correct’ trends. Each trend has both positive and negative impacts on specific 
areas, sectors or actors and observing this diversity is important for understanding the 
emergence and evolution of alternative futures. The general perspective on the trend analysis 
has been rural regeneration: what kinds of force fields and developments could shape the 
futures of rural Europe? 

Each of the trend observations was assessed by the observer – supported by the source of the 
trend – for its impacts on different types of rural areas (rural areas within functional urban 
areas, rural areas in urban proximity and remote rural areas), gender, social capital, migration, 
access to land, farm structures and farming prospects. Also the drivers of the trends were 
identified. This process provided a good understanding of the diversity of the impacts of the 
trends in various contexts.  

In order to make the results more user-friendly, the findings were synthesised in 60 trend 
cards. These cards feature the contents, drivers and impacts of 10 megatrends, 20 trends and 
30 weak signals which could play in the rural regeneration. Obviously, there is no single silver 
bullet trend that would bring about the desired outcomes for all regions. Rather, hopefully 
each region, economic sector, policy field, business, decision-maker or citizen could find out 
the way to benefit from (some of) the trends in specific contexts. This is the role in which the 
trends cards are meant to serve and in the next steps of the RURALIZATION project this aspect 
will be assessed in various interactive engagements. 
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1 Objective, scope and approach in the trend analysis 
RURALIZATION project investigates regeneration of rural areas in Europe. Regeneration is 
an ongoing process and it has many avenues ahead. Trend analysis is one way to get ideas of 
the possible ingredients of the updated rural Europe and related future developments. Trends 
provide opportunities to benefit from mainstream force fields (megatrends), from some 
context specific developments (trends) or from symptoms of change (weak signals). Trend is 
not a norm neither a promise of a certain kind of future, since every societal trend is valid only 
for a limited period of time and every trend will end. Identification and assessment of trends 
that have relevance for rural regeneration is an integral part of RURALIZATION process in 
which the opportunities are translated into promising practices and policies. This report 
provides a documentation of the extensive trend analysis exercise that was carried out in 
2019–2020 by the participants of the project. 

1.1  Objective 

Objective of the trend analysis is three-folded: 

1) To identify an extensive set of diverse trends that have a contribution to rural futures, 
2) To carry out a general level assessment of their impacts on rural development in 

specific contexts, 
3) To put a subset of the trends under more careful scrutiny based on their potential to 

promote rural regeneration in several contexts. 

Identification of many trends. Rural areas are more versatile than cities and subject to a large 
variety of political, economic, social, technological, environmental and cultural force fields. 
The futures of rural areas are not driven by one or two well-known trends but by a very large 
set of drivers that have varying breaths, strengths and scopes. The same trend may play a 
major role in some specific context and hardly any role in another context. In order to be able 
to discuss the role of various trends in rural regeneration, it is important to observe many 
trends residing in diverse contexts.  

General level impact assessment. Every trend has many kinds of impacts. Especially broad 
megatrends have many impacts on, for example, demographics, local economy, employment, 
trade, local services, governance and the environment. The problem is that many of these 
impacts are context specific. Impacts of globalisation, urbanisation and climate change can be 
quite different in Spain and in Sweden. Necessarily, the impacts have to discussed at a rather 
high level of abstraction. In this vein, the trends are partly taken out of their contexts to reach 
some understanding of their impacts. 

Trend cards. Trend analysis serves identification of effective practices and policies to promote 
rural regeneration in diverse contexts. Even though a very marginal trend or weak signal could 
offer promising perspectives for rural regeneration in some specific context, some of the 
trends could offer promising perspectives in several contexts. Observing that picking out a 
smaller subset of trends that have impacts in several contexts is a risky business, only part of 
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the trends will be subjected to more detailed analysis and evaluation and finally presented as 
trend cards. In 2021, these trends cards are being put back into diverse contexts in 20 regional 
workshops to find out which of them have most potential to promote rural regeneration in 
each of these contexts. 

In other words, objective of the trend analysis is to identify a large set of trends potentially 
having an impact on rural regeneration and to evaluate these trends across diverse contexts 
and levels of abstraction.  

1.2  Scope 

Three types of trends were identified: megatrends, trends and weak signals. These have 
varying breath and specificity of impact as indicated in Table 1. The generic selection criteria 
of for each type of the trend are also indicated in the table. 

Table 1: Description of different types of trends 
Trend type Definition Criteria for positive selection in the analysis 
Megatrend Overarching mainstream that 

affects most regions and 
activities 

Is the megatrend effective in most rural 
areas? Does the megatrend have potential 
for surviving next 10–15 years?  

Trend Developments that are effective 
in specific regions and activities 

Is the trend effective in some rural areas? 
Does the trend have potential to become a 
megatrend?  

Weak signal Symptoms of change in specific 
regions and activities 

Is the weak signal effective in some rural 
areas? Does the weak signal have potential 
to become a trend? 

 

Scope of the trend analysis is very broad and open. The topics of the trends to be identified 
and investigated has not been restricted in advance. Broad scope has made it possible to 
observe many kinds of trends instead of repeating the well-known most common megatrends 
like globalisation or urbanisation. The broader the scope, the more likely also non-obvious 
trends and weak signals will be included. Since societal futures are open, we will never know 
in advance whether some of these outliers and seemingly trifling topics will scale up to a trend 
and even up to a megatrend. 

1.3  Approach 

The process in trend analysis is described in Figure 1. Identification of trends has been done 
through targeted search and through national search. Each of the trends has been assessed 
for its qualitative impacts. The subset of trends that are included in the trend cards are studied 
also for their quantitative manifestations, if they existed (see technical report and the trend 
database for these). Finally, the results are reported. The methodology is explained more in 
detail in Chapter 2. The approach is exploratory, not confirmatory or normative. 



D4.1 TREND ANALYSIS 
 

  RURALIZATION GRANT AGREEMENT NO 817642  

11 

 
Figure 1: The process of trend analysis 
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In the research process, a rich set of trends is first identified in diverse contexts (Figure 2). 
Second, they are taken out of their detailed contexts to find out some universals among them 
and among their impacts. Third, they are put back to diverse contexts to find out ways to 
benefit from the trends within each context and further to identify promising practices and 
policies to promote rural regeneration. This third step takes places later and will not be 
reported as part of the trend analysis. 

 

Figure 2: Trend analysis as participatory foresight analysis 
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2 Methodology of trend analysis 
Trend analysis included several steps, and all participants were involved in the identification 
of the trends. The methodology of this process and main features of the trend data are 
described in this section.  

 

Identification of the trends included two tracs: 1) targeted search and 2) national search. 
The strand of targeted search included identification of relevant trends in 1) European 
projects, 2) scientific journals and 3) futures research organisations and mixed futures 
literature. In the strand of national search, the participants of RURALIZATION project were 
instructed to do search within their own country and region. This effort was carried out 1) to 
observe trends that are not reported in the English language headlines or articles and 2) to 
observe the diversity of the impacts of (common) trends or the impact of the diversity of 
contexts. The focus of this search was on the trends and weak signals. This organisation of 
search was considered necessary to ensure extensive coverage of relevant trends and to avoid 
language bias. 

Identification of the trends resulted in 1,560 trend observations: 810 trends in the targeted 
search and 750 trends in the national search.  

The impacts of each trend were assessed by the trend observed based on the source (e.g. 
report, article) or based on the field observations in the regional or local context. Each trend 
was assessed for its general characteristics (type, scale, domain), drivers and expected 
impacts. These were analysed, reported and finally synthesised in the 60 trend cards. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The methodology is attuned to observe many kinds of trends in many kinds of contexts. 
Trend identification process is not expected to bring about any representative or balanced 
set of trends that could be used to delineate and define the future of the rural Europe. Such 
an approach would be neither possible nor feasible. Rural regeneration processes and 
trends hosting them are diverse and different across contexts, but they include some 
degree of universality especially in their drivers, contents and general level impacts. 



D4.1 TREND ANALYSIS 
 

RURALIZATION GRANT AGREEMENT NO 817642 

14 

3 Results 
This section presents some highlights of the findings of the trend analysis. A much more 
extensive presentation can be found in the technical report. 

The 1,560 trend observations manifested 195 more general trends. The trend list (Table 2) 
indicates the diversity of force fields and developments which are currently taking place in the 
European regions or which could be possible force field and developments in the future. 
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Table 2: The list of trends. 

 

Accessibility Food demand Population growth
Ageing farmer population Food security Postconsumerism
Ageing population Food sovereignty Postmaterialism
Agri-environmental policies Food tourism Practice-oriented food systems
Agritourism Food waste Precision farming
Agroecology Food-related health risks Primary sector employment
Agrosocial paradigm Forest coverage Productivity and competitiveness
Alternative lifestyles Forest ecology Professional networks
Animal welfare Forest ownership Protectionism
Anthropocene Fossil economy Public goods
Biodiversity loss Fragmentation of land ownership Quality of life
Bioeconomy From farms to firms and from farmers to managers Regional and local food
Black market Fusion of sectoral policies Regulation and subsidies
Business clusters and ecosystems Gender roles Remote work
Business ownership Gig economy Renewable and bioenergy
Care services Globalisation Resilience
Changing favourability of agricultural regions Governance gaps and conflicts Resource competition
Changing food trade patterns Growth of energy demand Rural artisans
Changing housing preferences Growth of traffic Rural decline
Changing role of the public sector Heritage tourism Rural energy communities
Cheap housing in rural fabric Home gardening Rural entrepreneurship
Circular economy House and land squatting Rural festival tourism
Climate change Import competition Rural hubs
Co-operatives Individualisation Rural labs and observatories
Collaborative problem solving Industry 4.0 Rural lifestyle
Community-based action Informal settlements Rural second homes and villas
Community-oriented food systems Infrastructure Rural sports and adventures
Commuting Innovations Rural tourism
Concentration Integration of immigrants Rural volunteering
Counterurbanisation Interdependency Secularisation vs. religiousness
Creative economy Interregional networks Self-sufficiency
Decarbonisation Knowledge economy Sharing economy
Deconcentration Labour shortage Shifts in labour demand
Degrowth Land consolidation Shorter work time
Deindustrialization Land management Silver economy
Delivery-oriented food systems Land markets Slow food and slow living
Demonstrations, events and fairs Lifelong learning Smart solutions in rural space
Depopulation Local paradigm Social capital
Diet-oriented food systems Manifestations of new technologies Social enterprises and entrepreneurs
Digital economy Market volatility Social innovations
Diversification of rural economy Meaning and experience economy Social media
Diversification/specialisation of farms Micro- and small units Socio-economic models
DIY movement Migration patterns Speculative economy
Dominant food regime Minorities' rights Staycation
Dual food markets: price and quality Mobile services Suburbanisation
e-commerce Multi-local living Succession
Easy food Natural and cultural heritage Sustainability transition
Eco-efficiency Natural lifestyle Sustainable food
Economic growth Neoliberalism Sustainable lifestyles
Ecotourism New entrants Sustainable tourism
Ecovillages New geopolitics Techno-food
Educational farms New mobility systems Transparency of food system
eGovernment New nomads Tribal lifestyle
Empowerment Night-time economy Uberisation
Environmental conservation Oligopolistic markets Unequal development and inequality
Environmentalism Outsourcing of environmental impacts Urban insecurity
Exploitation of development potential Pandemics and epidemics Urban sprawl
Extreme weather events Partnerships Urbanisation
Farm fragmentation Peri-urbanisation Volunteer tourism
Farm population Place branding Welfare state
Farm size Place identity Wellness
Farmers facing new risks Policy incidence and effectiveness Wild food
Farming lifestyle Political instability and fragmentation Wood demand
Farming techniques and intensity changes Pollution Work-life fusion
Farmland prices Pop-up culture Young farmers
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The large diversity of trends was compressed by could be compressed into 30 trend topics 
(Figure 3). These described the general contents of the trends. The most common trend topics 
were related to farms, regional development, food, policy, environment and demographics. 
There were many other interesting and potential topics for the future developments of rural 
areas (e.g. tourism, lifestyle, housing, governance, energy) which ranked lower among the 
trend topics. It is important to note that the frequencies of the trend observations do not 
indicate higher or lower potential for rural regeneration – they just paint a portrait of rural 
futures in this particular trend analysis. 

 
Figure 3: Trends by topic, % 

 

The incidence of the trends differed among the economic sectors. Top trends affecting the 
primary sector included for example unequal development and inequality, farm size, 
migration patterns, diversification vs. specialisation of farms and practice-oriented food 
systems (e.g. organic farming). Unequal development and inequality was the most frequently 
identified influential trend in the case of all economic sectors. Table 3 gives an indication of 
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the trends to be investigated or addressed in order to come up with positive futures for 
primary production.  

The top trends affecting manufacturing were unequal development and inequality, rural 
decline, migration patterns, ageing population and climate change (Table 4). Resource 
competition and infrastructure were the only trends on the top-20 list in manufacturing that 
were not on the top-20 list in the other economic sectors. 

Digital economy ranks high among trends affecting private services besides the common 
unequal development and inequality, rural decline, migration patterns and ageing population 
(Table 5). Development of private services is strongly dependent on the population base and 
purchasing power which is indicated by the importance of several demographic trends. Rural 
hubs and creative economy are among top-20 trends only in private services.  

What is unique in the top trends affecting public services is that policy and governance trends 
rank highest in this economic sector (Table 6). Community-based action and accessibility are 
found on the top-20 list only in the case of public services. 

Table 3: Top-20 trends by affected sector: primary production, % 

 
 

 
  

Trend Primary production
Unequal development and inequality 4
Farm size 3
Migration patterns 3
Diversification/specialisation of farms 3
Practice-oriented food systems 3
Rural decline 3
Climate change 3
Sustainability transition 2
Ageing population 2
Policy incidence and effectiveness 2
Community-oriented food systems 2
Diversification of rural economy 2
Productivity and competitiveness 2
Digital economy 2
New entrants 2
Young farmers 2
Renewable and bioenergy 1
Succession 1
Farmland prices 1
Governance gaps and conflicts 1
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Table 4: Top-20 trends by affected sector: manufacturing, % 

 
 
 

Table 5: Top-20 trends by affected sector: private services, % 

 
 
  

Trend Manufacturing
Unequal development and inequality 8
Rural decline 6
Migration patterns 6
Ageing population 4
Climate change 3
Diversification of rural economy 3
Exploitation of development potential 2
Manifestations of new technologies 2
Renewable and bioenergy 2
Globalisation 2
Economic growth 2
Sustainability transition 2
Resource competition 2
Urbanisation 2
Interdependency 2
Policy incidence and effectiveness 2
Governance gaps and conflicts 1
Local paradigm 1
Infrastructure 1
Concentration 1

Trend Private services
Unequal development and inequality 6
Rural decline 5
Migration patterns 5
Ageing population 3
Digital economy 3
Climate change 2
Manifestations of new technologies 2
Diversification of rural economy 2
Exploitation of development potential 2
Sustainability transition 2
Rural hubs 2
Renewable and bioenergy 1
Urbanisation 1
Community-oriented food systems 1
Economic growth 1
Policy incidence and effectiveness 1
Local paradigm 1
Creative economy 1
Globalisation 1
Interdependency 1
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Table 6: Top-20 trends by affected sector: public services, % 

 
 
Significance of the trends for the rural areas was expected to be different in the short run 
and in the long run. Figure 4 presents top-20 trends that are assessed as ‘highly significant’ in 
the short run (1–10 years) and in the long run (10–30 years). Among the top-20 trends which 
were assessed to downgrade in importance over time were unequal development and 
inequality, rural decline, migration patterns, diversification/specialisation of farms, farmland 
prices, diversification of rural economy and farm population. Practice-oriented food systems 
and primary sector employment were assessed to keep their rank. A number of top-20 trends 
were assessed to rank higher in significance in the future: climate change, farm size, ageing 
population, digital economy, young farmers and renewable and bioenergy. Succession, policy 
incidence and effectiveness, accessibility, ageing farmer population and concentration would 
drop from the top-20 list in the long run. Concomitantly, five new trends are on the top-20 list 
in the long run: sustainability transition, environmentalism, resource competition, 
productivity and competitiveness and biodiversity loss. The ranks and their changes give some 
indication of the evolving significance of specific trends for the rural areas in the future and 
also hint what might remain important also in the future and what might become less vs. more 
important. Still, not all trends and not all contexts were covered in the trend identification and 
analysis process which took place in the RURALIZATION project. 
 

Trend Public services
Unequal development and inequality 8
Rural decline 6
Migration patterns 6
Ageing population 4
Climate change 3
Policy incidence and effectiveness 3
Governance gaps and conflicts 2
Manifestations of new technologies 2
Exploitation of development potential 2
Urbanisation 2
Diversification of rural economy 2
Community-based action 2
Local paradigm 1
Accessibility 1
Concentration 1
Digital economy 1
Sustainability transition 1
Renewable and bioenergy 1
Economic growth 1
Globalisation 1
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Figure 4: Most significant trends (top-20) in the short run (1–10 years) and in the long run (10-30 

years) based on the frequency ranking of trends that were assessed to have ‘high significance’ for the 
rural areas 

 
3.2  Drivers of the megatrends, trends and weak signals 

The following section describes the drivers, which give rise to the megatrends, trends and 
weak signals.  

The large diversity of driver observations could be abstracted into 27 general level topics. 
The most common driver topics were related to economy, technology, personal values, farms, 
environment, lifestyle and policy. Almost two third of all driver observations were covered by 
these seven topics (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5: Drivers by topic, %  

 

Each economic sector was related to partly specific set of drivers of the trends affecting 
them. Table 7 shows top-20 drivers which affect the primary production. In addition to the 
dominant driver of globalisation ranking highest in all economic sectors, a number of other 
drivers have a significant impact on primary production: ecological awareness, climate change 
and increasing farm size & decreasing farm numbers. 

Top-20 drivers assigned to the manufacturing sector represent 70% of all drivers assessed to 
have a significant impact on this economic sector (Table 8). Top-5 drivers affecting 
manufacturing include globalisation, market liberalisation, demographic change, 
industrialisation and digitalisation. 
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Further on, top-5 drivers affecting private services include globalisation, digitalisation, market 
liberalisation, urbanisation and internet (Table 9). 

Finally, top-5 drivers affecting public services include globalisation, demographic change, 
market liberalisation, industrialisation and digitalisation (Table 10). 

Table 7: Top-20 drivers by affected sector: primary production, % 

 
 
 

Table 8: Top-20 drivers by affected sector: manufacturing, % 
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Table 9: Top-20 drivers by affected sector: private services, % 

 
 

Table 10: Top-20 drivers by affected sector: public services, % 

 
 

3.3  Impacts of the megatrends, trends and weak signals 

The assessment of trends’ impacts was performed from two perspectives: the territorial 
perspective (for three types of rural areas: urban areas within functional urban areas, rural 
areas in urban proximity and remote rural areas) as well as the thematic perspective (for six 
preselected themes related to rural development: gender, social capital migration, access to 
land, farm structures and farming perspectives). In the assessment, many trends were having 
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selective impacts only, i.e. they do not significantly affect all types of rural areas and all 
thematic aspects of rural development at once. 

The trends were assessed to have many kinds of positive impacts on the rural areas. For the 
sake of clarity, positive impacts on rural areas have been classified into 21 broader topics such 
as economy, population or lifestyle (Figure 6). The group ‘non-specified positive impacts’ 
covers all the impacts that were not identified as specific impacts. Most common specific 
impacts of the trends are related to rural economy, markets, farms, organisation and society, 
food, environment and population. The profiles of impacts on three types of rural areas are 
quite similar. The impacts related to food are  a bit more common in rural areas within 
functional urban areas compared to other types of rural areas and the impacts related to 
economy and population in remote rural areas, however. 
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Figure 6: Positive impacts (impact topics) of the trends by type of rural area, % 
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environmental conservation/reduction of degradation, more equal and inclusive social fabric 
as well as more demand for (local) rural products and services.  

An impact that is more common in rural areas within functional urban areas than in other 
types of rural areas is genesis of novel producer, prosumer or consumer organisations. In 
remote rural areas the impacts related  to e.g. entry of new inhabitants, new or better services  
and/or better access to services, and halting of rural decline and preservation of activities have 
a higher share among impacts than in other types of rural areas. Profiles of the different types 
of rural regions appear to be quite similar indicating that they can benefit from the trends in 
a quite similar way.  

Apart from that, the frequency of specific impacts does not mean that they are automatically 
having a proportional impact on the ground. Taking this reservation into account, one can 
however argue that, current megatrends, trends and weak signals related to European rural 
areas bring about positive impacts mostly in contributing to rural economic growth and 
diversification (also based on rising demand for ‘local’ products), facilitating migration into 
rural areas, protecting rural environment and, finally, supporting equality and inclusiveness of 
rural societies. 
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Figure 7: Positive impacts (impact categories) of the trends by type of rural area, % 
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The very same trends have also many negative impacts on the rural areas. The most common 
specific impacts (beyond the general negative impacts) are related to organisation and society, 
environment and farms (Figure 8). Again, the impact profiles of the three different types of 
rural areas are quite similar. Negative impacts related to the environment rank higher in rural 
areas within functional urban areas as compared to other types of rural areas, whereas 
negative impacts related to economy are most common in remote rural areas. 

 

 
Figure 8: Negative impacts (impact topics) of the trends by type of rural area, % 
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When looking at the impacts in more detail (Figure 9), two categories stick out as the most 
frequent ones: increase of environmental degradation or risks and increased frequency of 
social conflicts. These are followed by the selective loss of jobs in certain sectors of rural 
economy, increase of production costs and decrease in profitability, increased inequality 
between regions or actor groups, increased pressure or tendency to cut public spending in 
disfavours of the rural areas and unequal division of costs and benefits between actors, 
sectors and regions.  

In the case of negative impacts, a relatively high differentiation between impacts on different 
types of areas is visible. Tendency to cut public spending in disfavour of the rural, enhanced 
depopulation, deficiencies in services and infrastructures, increased transaction and 
reorganisation costs and role of regulation rather than markets in guiding production are 
examples of impacts that are more common in remote rural areas than in urbanised areas or 
in rural areas close to urban areas. 

Acknowledging the already-mentioned limitations for inferring from these data, one could 
nonetheless sum up these negative impacts as clearly dominated by the risks of environmental 
and social degradation accompanied by unstable conditions and adverse effects characterizing 
the contemporary transition of rural economies. These instabilities are accentuated by rising 
levels of inequality – between both regions and actors – and by reductions in public spending 
in the already disfavoured areas. These negative impacts of the trends are most acute outside 
functional urban areas, where depopulation also adds to the difficult situation. 
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Figure 9: Negative impacts (impact categories) of the trends by type of rural area, % 
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Different types of trends have different types of impacts on the rural areas. In order to shed 
more light on this issue, Figure 10 presents the share of positive and negative impacts on 
different types of rural areas by trend type (megatrend, trend or weak signal). In each case, 
megatrends bring more of the negative impacts, the impacts of trends are more balanced and 
weak signals bear the most positive impacts. This happens to the largest extent in remote rural 
areas where, looking at one indicator, almost 80% of megatrends bring negative impacts.  

There are two factors that should be considered when trying to explain this setting. First, most 
weak signals were gathered not with a targeted search, but rather in more freely conducted 
searches performed by regional or national teams participating in the project. This means that 
their results could have been biased toward certain types of weak signals, e.g. more positive 
ones. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, many weak signals are in fact responses to the 
megatrends or trends observed in one’s surroundings – potentially primitive countertrends. 
For instance, degrowth (classified as a weak signal) is a direct response to a number of 
megatrends or trends (such as climate change or biodiversity loss). Therefore, many weak 
signals will be naturally more positive, and this could partly explain the observed proportions.  

Nevertheless, there are some conclusions that can be drawn here. It seems that while 
ameliorating the negative impacts of trends or megatrends is a necessity, policy makers should 
pay much more attention to weak signals if they want to bring about positive change in 
territorial development of European rural areas. The overall impact of current, established 
trends suggests that they do not have as much potential to address rural decline. Of course, 
many weak signals are only potentially valuable for rural areas; probably most of them will fail 
to deliver any significant change. However, it is crucial to keep trying to support weak signals 
– even if it means navigating uncharted seas – since it is within them that policy makers have 
to search for the best responses to the current challenges faced by rural areas. To put it 
metaphorically: rural problems of tomorrow will not be solved by the trends of yesterday; the 
question now is how to pick the right tools from a toolbox made up of all the weak signals 
emerging around us today. 
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Figure 10: Trends with identified impacts on rural areas by trend type, % of all trend observations 

 

What could be trends to consult while trying to promote positive rural development or rural 
regeneration in specific types of rural areas? The following analysis provides some insights to 
answer this question at the abstraction level of trend topics.   

Figure 11 shows the share of positive (X-axis) and negative (Y-axis) impacts on rural areas 
located within functional urban areas for each of the 30 trend topics. The most promising 
trends are located in the bottom-right square of the chart, where trends with most positive 
and least negative impacts can be found. A somewhat reassuring conclusion might come from 
the fact, that for this type of rural areas, almost half of all trend topics are located within this 
‘preferable’ group. The most promising trend topics include: networks and collaboration, 
food, housing, energy and lifestyle and sustainability transition. This means that it will be 
relatively easy for rural areas within FUAs (Functional Urban Area) to capitalize on the 
developments taking place in trends related to these topics. What is also worth noting is that 
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less than 25% of trend topics exceed the share of 50% of negative impacts; in practice, it 
suggests that rural areas within FUAs will have to focus on counteracting the negative impacts 
in relatively few aspects compared to other types of rural areas (although they might still be 
challenging). 

 

 
Figure 11: Shares of trends with positive and negative impacts for rural areas within FUAs, % of trend 

observations under each trend topic 

 

For rural areas located outside but in close proximity to FUAs (Figure 12), the setting is slightly 
more multifaceted. As in the case of rural areas within FUAs, half of the trend topics are in the 
‘desirable’ group (bottom-right square). However, more than 33% of the trend topics are now 
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exceeding the 50% share of negative impacts, thus indicating more extensive negative 
impacts. Moreover, some of those trends – particularly infrastructure, demographics and 
resource scarcity – are indeed very pronounced, reaching a share of about 90% negative 
impacts. Those are definitely problems that rural areas outside of FUAs would have to focus 
on to maintain adaptive capacities. At the same time, trends related to sustainability 
transition, lifestyle or settlement system can be harnessed relatively safely and expectedly 
with positive impacts. It has to be noted though, that for most promising trends, the 
associated risks (i.e. the share of negative impacts) are clearly higher in rural areas in the 
proximity to FUAs than in rural areas within FUAs. In other words, there might be more 
uncertainty in the attempts to benefit from those (generally positive) trends, as they can be 
more easily balanced out by their negative impacts. 

 
Figure 12: Shares of trends with positive and negative impacts for rural areas in proximity to FUAs, % 

of trend observations under each trend topic 
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Finally, in case of remote rural areas the general setting is rather similar, but even more 
accentuated (Figure 13). The share of trends topics for which more than 50% trends have 
positive impacts (the right side of the chart) equals 70% and this is the highest share out of 
the three types of rural areas considered. However, most of the trends are also more risky for 
the remote rural areas than for the rural areas within or close to FUAs, as positive trend topics 
are also associated with high shares negative impacts. In conclusion, remote rural areas have 
more options to harness positive trends related to these topics, but at the same time they will 
be exposed to more dangers due to negative impacts of those trends. The ‘safest’ positive 
trends are linked to lifestyle, food and governance. In turn, the least promising trend topics 
are infrastructure, demographics and resource scarcity (as in the former case). 

 
Figure 13: Shares of trends with positive and negative impacts for rural areas in proximity to FUAs, % 

of trend observations under each trend topic 
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The trends differ also regarding their impacts within the six themes: gender, social capital, 
migration, access to land, farm structures and farming perspectives. A summary of the 
thematic impacts is provided in Table 10. In the table, the top-5 trends within highest 
frequency of trend observation per type of impact are presented. Obviously, rural decline, 
migration patterns as well unequal development and inequality have extensive impacts on all 
topics under consideration. Trends that are on the top-5 list only in one of the thematic 
impacts are diversification of rural economy (gender), new entrants (migration), resource 
competition (access to land), community-oriented food systems (access to land) and climate 
change (farm structures). Compared to the previous trends, these trends have significant 
focused impacts and are worth of observing while discussing effective policy measures 
targeted to the targets of impacts of these trends. 

 Table 11: TOP-5 trends by the target of impact (based on the number of observations) 

Target of the impacts 
TOP-5 trends by each impact (number 

of observations) 

Gender 

Rural decline 18 
Diversification of rural economy 15 
Migration patterns 14 
Unequal development and inequality 14 
Young farmers 14 

Social capita 

Unequal development and inequality 179 
Migration patterns 130 
Rural decline 127 
Farm size 97 
Diversification/specialisation of farms 80 

Migration 

Migration patterns 43 
Rural decline 28 
Unequal development and inequality 27 
New entrants 15 
Renewable and bioenergy 13 

Access to land 

Renewable and bioenergy 15 
Rural decline 14 
Resource competition 13 
Farm size 12 
Community-oriented food systems 11 

Farm structures 

Climate change 29 
Migration patterns 29 
Practice-oriented food systems 29 
Diversification/specialisation of farms 28 
Farm size 26 

Farming prospects 

Rural decline 40 
Migration patterns 30 
Unequal development and inequality 30 
Practice-oriented food systems 29 
Diversification/specialisation of farms 27 

 

3.5 Trend cards – promising trends to promote rural regeneration 

The large number of trend observations with their drivers and assessed impacts were 
synthesised in 60 trend cards. Many of these trend cards synthesise several trends. For 
example, alternative food systems incorporate community-oriented, practice-oriented, diet-
oriented and delivery-oriented food systems, agroecology, and regional and local food as well 
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as aspects of wild food and dual food markets (price and quality), which all feature alternatives 
to the dominant food regime. Likewise, sustainability transition features also renewable and 
bioenergy, wood demand, bioeconomy, decarbonisation, eco-efficiency and fossil economy 
(to be given up). In this way it was possible to observe a bit larger spectrum of effective force 
fields than just by picked up 60 trends among the 195 trends; actually, about half of the 
original trends are included in the trend cards.  

All the trend cards illustrate trends that have potential to promote rural regeneration at least 
in some regions, sectors or actor groups. Neither all trends are promising in all regions nor a 
single trend is promising in all regions. As discussed earlier, many of the important megatrends 
have primarily adverse impacts on rural areas but they still should be observed. For these 
trends the perspective in the trend card is the benefits the primarily negative trends could 
bring about, as all trends have positive and negative impacts on rural phenomena. Further on, 
also trends evolve and every trend has an end; rural problems of tomorrow will not be solved 
by the trends of yesterday. 

The purpose of the trend cards is to assist rural policy design and development work. In 
crafting rural development programs and plans, the trend cards might be consulted to find 
some promising priority topics which are considered possible, feasible and productive in each 
specific context. The trends presented in the cards are not normative as all of them include 
positive and negative aspects but rather descriptive and informative tools for the design of 
alternative futures. In this role they will serve also in RURALIZATION project as the task 4.3 
(interaction and evaluation) introduces a series of regional workshops and seminars to discuss 
the ways to benefit from the trends in various regional contexts. 

Next, short versions of the 60 trend cards are presented; they are first listed in Table 12. They 
feature 10 megatrends, 20 trends and 30 weak signals. The short versions include some basic 
information of each trend. Full versions of the trend cards may be found in the technical report 
and in the RURALIZATION trend database. The full versions include more detailed information 
of the characteristics of the trends, their drivers and their impacts. About half of them also 
include some statistical information of the quantitative developments related to the trend. It 
should be observed that no single statistical indicator is able to capture more than some 
specific aspects of the trend. The statistical manifestations of the trends still assist regions in 
positioning and benchmarking. 
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Table 12: The trend cards 
No. Trend name Trend type 
1 Ageing population Megatrend 
2 Alternative food systems Trend 
3 Benefiting from globalisation Megatrend 
4 Benefiting from urbanisation Megatrend 
5 Care services Weak signal 
6 Caring for the environment Megatrend 
7 Changing gender roles Trend 
8 Cheap rural housing and rural second homes Weak signal 
9 Circular economy Trend 
10 Climate change Megatrend 
11 Co-operatives and partnerships Weak signal 
12 Community-based action Weak signal 
13 Counteracting unequal development and rural decline Megatrend 
14 Creative economy Weak signal 
15 Degrowth Weak signal 
16 Digital economy Trend 
17 Diversification of rural economy Trend 
18 Diversification/specialisation of farms Trend 
19 DIY movement Weak signal 
20 e-commerce Trend 
21 Ecovillages Weak signal 
22 Educational farms Weak signal 
23 Food security Trend 
24 Food sovereignty Weak signal 
25 Food tourism Trend 
26 Growing food demand Megatrend 
27 Heritage tourism Weak signal 
28 Infrastructures, accessibility and connectedness of regions Megatrend 
29 Integration of immigrants Weak signal 
30 Local paradigm Trend 
31 Manifestations of new technologies Trend 
32 Meaning and experience economy Trend 
33 Micro- and small units Weak signal 
34 Migration patterns Megatrend 
35 Multi-local living Weak signal 
36 Multifunctional forests Trend 
37 Natural and cultural heritage Weak signal 
38 New governance models Weak signal 
39 Pandemics and epidemics Weak signal 
40 Place branding Weak signal 
41 Policy incidence and effectiveness Trend 
42 Pop-up culture and gig economy Weak signal 
43 Public goods Weak signal 
44 Remote work Trend 
45 Resilience Weak signal 
46 Rural artisans Weak signal 
47 Rural business succession Trend 
48 Rural energy communities Weak signal 
49 Rural hubs Weak signal 
50 Rural in the social media Trend 
51 Rural lifestyle Weak signal 
52 Rural tourism Trend 
53 Search for better quality  of life Weak signal 
54 Self-sufficiency Weak signal 
55 Sharing economy Weak signal 
56 Smart solutions in rural space Weak signal 
57 Social enterprises and entrepreneurs Weak signal 
58 Sustainability transition Megatrend 
59 Technology-intensive farming Trend 
60 Transparency of the food system Trend 
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4 Concluding remarks 
The purpose of the trend analysis discussed in this summary report has been to introduce a 
rich set of trends which could shape rural futures in Europe. The list of trends is neither 
exhaustive nor representative and fully balanced as there is no theory of the future that would 
guide us to pick up the ‘correct’ trends. The future is open and there are always several 
alternative futures for any specific region, activity or actor. The approach is exploratory, not 
confirmatory or normative. Through identification, analysis and assessment of these 
alternative futures it becomes possible to make choices in the present as we become aware 
of what might wait or come up in the future. The analysis and the introduction of the trend 
cards serves these many choices, and for this reason we have not presented any silver bullet 
trend that would regenerate rural Europe (such a trend does not luckily even exist). Without 
continuous futures work we might be blind for (some) alternatives and, in the worst case, 
consider future as prolonged past. It is obvious that this will not be the case for many 
developments, for many reasons. 

Figure 14 illustrates some global socio-economic and earth system trends which are relevant 
for most regions and most economic activities. One might think about the potential state of 
the world if the development paths for the next few decades would be similar to the past few 
decades. In what kind of a world would we live in by then? There are many reasons for some 
of the trends to become halted or reversed. Another interesting question arises: if some of 
the trends would be reversed, in what kind of a world would we live in that case? In both 
cases, the future could be very different from the past and from now. 



D4.1 TREND ANALYSIS 
 

  RURALIZATION GRANT AGREEMENT NO 817642  

55 

 
Figure 14: Some global socio-economic and earth system trends with extrapolation of recent 

developments paths. Source: adapted from Steffen et al. 2015 

 

The operating environment of the European countryside has been characterised by a ‘well-
functioning world’ for decades. In this kind of an environment, it is possible to specialise and 
pursue for economies of scale. These developments unavoidably imply increase of 
interdependencies among countries, regions, economic sectors and actors. In a well-
functioning world, the benefits of interdependency may outweigh the (hidden) vulnerabilities. 
Trend analysis serves this type of a setting by introducing many trends which maintain, 
reproduce or only slightly modify the contemporary world model; these could be studied for 
the possibilities to adopt new practices, policies, business models, customers or partners. 
Which of the trends could still continue, which could grow in importance and which could die 
out – and how to benefit from them presuming the world would not change radically? 

But it is well possible that in the future we will live in a ‘poorly-functioning world’. In this 
case the benefits of interdependencies could turn out to be vulnerabilities. Diversification 
might outweigh specialisation and economies of scope could outweigh economies of scale. 
Depending on the essence of the ‘poor’ (e.g. environmental, civic, health, economic or political 
crisis), completely different trends could prevail and several contemporary weak signals could 
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upgrade to megatrends. Generally, current megatrends tell stories of the past and present and 
could go on for quite some time in the future, but the new futures reside in weak signals and 
trends. Then one could ask which of the developments actually hint to a major societal 
transformation and whether we are approaching the fog of a societal bifurcation point 
illustrated in Figure 15? Which of the trends could dominate after such a change of the world 
model?  

 
Figure 15: Evolutionary development featuring stability and change. Source: adapted from 

Mannermaa 1991 and Laszlo 1985 

 

Many of the contemporary megatrends have an adverse impact on many rural areas. 
Megatrends are cornerstones of the contemporary food, energy, trade, consumption and 
policy regimes by maintaining or reproducing them. Many of the current weak signals could 
play a significant role in the world beyond the next bifurcation point of the European societies 
or specific societal systems (Figure 16). Although it is difficult to predict how many or which 
of the positive weak signals will turn into trends and megatrends in the future, public policies 
should play an important role in the processes of assessing them, strengthening their 
importance and spreading them in the practice of socio-economic life. The contemporary 
megatrends could also be put under scrutiny to assess their role in a different kind of works 
model: what could happen to them and should they be accepted, promoted or resisted.  

In a world model which is based on different logics and evaluation standards (e.g. 
sustainability advantage instead of production cost advantage) the competitive position of 
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the rural regions could be very different from now. It is also relevant in this context to ask to 
what extent public policies are currently targeted at such an objective. The 60 trends cards 
provide food for thought in the anticipation of possible paradigm shift, crucial epoch or 
bifurcation and ingredients of the world model after such a change; Figure 17 provides a 
simple guide for this adventure. 

 
Figure 16: Some ingredients of the contemporary and possibly becoming world models 

 

 

Contemporary world model tŽƌůĚ�ŵŽĚĞů�ĂŌĞƌ�ŶĞǆƚ�ďŝĨƵƌĐĂƟŽŶ

Contemporary megatrends 
ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ�
ƚŚĞ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚ�ǁŽƌůĚ�ŵŽĚĞů

�ŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�ǁĞĂŬ�ƐŝŐŶĂůƐ�
ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞƉƌŽĚƵĐĞ�
the new world model 

Contemporary trends are 
ŝŶͲďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŽŵŝŶĂŶƚ
and the new world model

ͻ��ŐĞŝŶŐ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƟŽŶ
ͻ�;�ĞŶĞĮƟŶŐ�ĨƌŽŵͿ�ŐůŽďĂůŝƐĂƟŽŶ
ͻ�;�ĞŶĞĮƟŶŐ�ĨƌŽŵͿ�ƵƌďĂŶŝƐĂƟŽŶ
ͻ��ĂƌŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĞŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚ
ͻ��ůŝŵĂƚĞ�ĐŚĂŶŐĞ
ͻ�;�ŽƵŶƚĞƌĂĐƟŶŐͿ�ƵŶĞƋƵĂů�
���ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ƌƵƌĂů�ĚĞĐůŝŶĞ
ͻ�'ƌŽǁŝŶŐ�ĨŽŽĚ�ĚĞŵĂŶĚ
ͻ�/ŶĨƌĂƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞƐ͕�ĂĐĐĞƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ
���ĐŽŶŶĞĐƚĞĚŶĞƐƐ�ŽĨ�ƌĞŐŝŽŶƐ
ͻ�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ƉĂƩĞƌŶƐ
ͻ�^ƵƐƚĂŝŶĂďŝůŝƚǇ�ƚƌĂŶƐŝƟŽŶ

ͻ��ůƚĞƌŶĂƟǀĞ�ĨŽŽĚ�ƐǇƐƚĞŵƐ
ͻ��ŚĂŶŐŝŶŐ�ŐĞŶĚĞƌ�ƌŽůĞƐ
ͻ��ŝƌĐƵůĂƌ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ
ͻ��ŝŐŝƚĂů�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ
ͻ��ŝǀĞƌƐŝĮĐĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƌƵƌĂů�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ
ͻ��ŝǀĞƌƐŝĮĐĂƟŽŶͬƐƉĞĐŝĂůŝƐĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ĨĂƌŵƐ
ͻ�ĞͲĐŽŵŵĞƌĐĞ
ͻ�&ŽŽĚ�ƚŽƵƌŝƐŵ
ͻ�>ŽĐĂů�ƉĂƌĂĚŝŐŵ
ͻ�DĂŶŝĨĞƐƚĂƟŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ŶĞǁ�ƚĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐŝĞƐ
ͻ�DĞĂŶŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ
ͻ�DƵůƟĨƵŶĐƟŽŶĂů�ĨŽƌĞƐƚƐ
ͻ�ZĞŵŽƚĞ�ǁŽƌŬ
ͻ�ZƵƌĂů�ďƵƐŝŶĞƐƐ�ƐƵĐĐĞƐƐŝŽŶ
ͻ�ZƵƌĂů�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐŽĐŝĂů�ŵĞĚŝĂ
ͻ�ZƵƌĂů�ƚŽƵƌŝƐŵ
ͻ�^ĞĂƌĐŚ�ĨŽƌ�ďĞƩĞƌ�ƋƵĂůŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�ůŝĨĞ
ͻ�^ŚĂƌŝŶŐ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ
ͻ�dĞĐŚŶŽůŽŐǇͲŝŶƚĞŶƐŝǀĞ�ĨĂƌŵŝŶŐ
ͻ�dƌĂŶƐƉĂƌĞŶĐǇ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽŽĚ�ƐǇƐƚĞŵ

ͻ��ĂƌĞ�ƐĞƌǀŝĐĞƐ
ͻ��ŚĞĂƉ�ƌƵƌĂů�ŚŽƵƐŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ƌƵƌĂů�
���ƐĞĐŽŶĚ�ŚŽŵĞƐ
ͻ��ŽͲŽƉĞƌĂƟǀĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉĂƌƚŶĞƌƐŚŝƉƐ
ͻ��ŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇͲďĂƐĞĚ�ĂĐƟŽŶ
ͻ��ƌĞĂƟǀĞ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ
ͻ��ĞŐƌŽǁƚŚ
ͻ��/z�ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ
ͻ��ĐŽǀŝůůĂŐĞƐ
ͻ��ĚƵĐĂƟŽŶĂů�ĨĂƌŵƐ
ͻ�&ŽŽĚ�ƐĞĐƵƌŝƚǇ
ͻ�&ŽŽĚ�ƐŽǀĞƌĞŝŐŶƚǇ
ͻ�,ĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ�ƚŽƵƌŝƐŵ
ͻ�/ŶƚĞŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ
ͻ�DŝĐƌŽͲ�ĂŶĚ�ƐŵĂůů�ƵŶŝƚƐ
ͻ�DƵůƟͲůŽĐĂů�ůŝǀŝŶŐ
ͻ�EĂƚƵƌĂů�ĂŶĚ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů�ŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ
ͻ�EĞǁ�ŐŽǀĞƌŶĂŶĐĞ�ŵŽĚĞůƐ
ͻ�WĂŶĚĞŵŝĐƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞƉŝĚĞŵŝĐƐ
ͻ�WůĂĐĞ�ďƌĂŶĚŝŶŐ
ͻ�WŽůŝĐǇ�ŝŶĐŝĚĞŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ĞīĞĐƟǀĞŶĞƐƐ
ͻ�WŽƉͲƵƉ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŐŝŐ�ĞĐŽŶŽŵǇ
ͻ�WƵďůŝĐ�ŐŽŽĚƐ
ͻ�ZĞƐŝůŝĞŶĐĞ
ͻ�ZƵƌĂů�ĂƌƟƐĂŶƐ
ͻ�ZƵƌĂů�ĞŶĞƌŐǇ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƟĞƐ
ͻ�ZƵƌĂů�ŚƵďƐ
ͻ�ZƵƌĂů�ůŝĨĞƐƚǇůĞ
ͻ�^ĞůĨͲƐƵĸĐŝĞŶĐǇ
ͻ�^ŵĂƌƚ�ƐŽůƵƟŽŶƐ�ŝŶ�ƌƵƌĂů�ƐƉĂĐĞ
ͻ�^ŽĐŝĂů�ĞŶƚĞƌƉƌŝƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞŶƚƌĞƉƌĞŶĞƵƌƐ

dƌĂŶƐŝƟŽŶ�ǌŽŶĞ
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Figure 17: Trend cards – a user’s guide 

 

The trend report can be accessed from many perspectives with a specific topic, sector, trend, 
impact, driver or type of area in mind or with an interest of capturing the big picture of 
possible futures. We want to close the report with a short reflection of the trend report by Dr. 
Kati Volgmann who has been a member of the trend team in the RURALIZATION project. 
Hopefully the report will contribute to many secondary thoughts! 
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Secondary thoughts 

A personal reading of the trend report by Kati Volgmann, ILS 

The current situation of the Covid 19 pandemic is accelerating megatrends and triggering 
negative consequences also for rural areas. At the same time, national and regional political 
influence (e.g., lockdown, closing borders) on society and the economy is becoming 
increasingly important as a result. Regional, local conditions are more important, which 
benefits rural areas. 

The Corona crisis is changing the way we live together, our culture and our working 
environment in many ways. Large metropolitan areas have been particularly vulnerable to the 
spread of the pandemic; these are more vulnerable and nervous than rural areas. Closed 
restaurants, gyms, cinemas and clubs – life in the metropolises was suddenly empty. The 
Corona crisis is therefore also the driver of a new urban exodus (wealthy New Yorkers or 
Parisians moved to second homes outside the city) – especially since more and more regions 
were already relying on local supply before the crisis. 

In the crisis, rural areas can gain in importance. In the future, the winners could be those 
regions, small towns and villages, that take an offensive approach to change and shape it 
optimistically. Quality of life, education and civic engagement are important location factors 
in rural regions. 

Technological progress, with digitalisation and automation, can accelerate the gap between 
the booming cities and regions and the shrinking and isolated regions, but it can also reduce 
it. The need to catch up in the digitalisation sector is a key factor in this. Many rural regions 
lack a fast internet connection. Home office and teaching at home were difficult for many in 
the countryside during the Corona period. 

Another factor will be whether people will continue to work at their place of work in the 
future, making residential locations away from the large and medium-sized cities increasingly 
interesting. Real estates in rural areas are increasingly in demand. In the post-crisis period, the 
urban-rural view will probably change somewhat. 

Of course, agriculture also faces challenges during the pandemic. The closure of restaurants 
as buyers, shortage in the availability of harvest workers as well as high standards on 
transportation and processing logistics for perishable food became visible as risks. 

The significance of trends gives some indication of the future developments: what might 
remain important also in the future and what might become less vs. more important. The 
assessment can help to determine the impact of future trends.  

Climate change, renewable and bioenergy and ageing population are crucial megatrends, 
which are very important for the rural areas and agriculture in the future. We notice extreme 
weather events such as rising temperatures, increased periods of drought and increasing 
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precipitation in winter. Regional specific adaptation strategies need to be developed for a 
sustainable development in agriculture. Renewable and bioenergy represents an opportunity 
for many farmers, especially for small farms. The additional source of income is important for 
securing their livelihood. However, it also entails some risks, e.g., that agricultural land will be 
converted. Demographic change, especially the ageing society in rural areas, has an enormous 
impact on rural areas, because young people, especially well-educated people, are moving 
away. This in turn has a major impact on agriculture.  There is a lack of young people in 
agriculture who are also potential successors. Here it is important to find political framework 
conditions and local strategies that keep people in their home regions or attract new young 
people. 

Specific regional trends – farm size, diversification/specialisation of farms, farmland prices, 
farm population, young farmers, diversification of rural economy, practice-oriented food 
systems and digital economy – have crucial impact on the agricultural development. The 
increase on the average size of the farms has been driven by technologies, economies of scale 
and policies in many European regions.  This in turn has an impact on farmland prices, on the 
difficulty of access to land for young farmers and on the decrease of the farm population. 
Strategies for rural areas to attract young people can be a focus in the diversification of the 
rural economy. This means that the digital economy must be developed more intensively in 
agriculture, but also in other sectors. Considering how fast technology is changing, it may well 
be that in 10–15 years farmers will spend more time in the office programming and monitoring 
fully automated machines than out in the fresh air. However, in the future, only large-scale 
farms will be able to afford such fully automated machines and robots. Their employees will 
be technicians and computer experts rather than traditional farmers. The scarcer the food and 
the larger the profit margins become the more investors will enter the agricultural sector.  

Another trend is the alternative practice-oriented food systems – food systems in which the 
farming and processing practice is the key issue: organic farming, ecological food, food forests, 
permaculture, regenerative agriculture. A new field could be vertical farming, for example. 
Here, animal and plant production are to be brought into the direct neighbourhood of 
consumers: it will then be done in multi-storey buildings where animals are bred or 
vegetables, lettuce and mushrooms are produced all year round. At the same time, the circular 
economy will contribute to environmental protection. Corona has shown that regional supply 
chains are important and how much we depend on foreign countries and how fragile the 
global system is in times of crisis. 

In addition, there are five new trends on the top-20 list of significant trends in the long run. 
The five trends – sustainability transition, environmentalism, resource competition, 
productivity and competitiveness and biodiversity loss – show clearly how important it is to 
take care of nature and soil in future. The challenges for agriculture in particular also offer 
opportunities. Only sustainable, environmentally conscious and resource-conserving 
agriculture can be sustainable for the future. Sustainable management in line with people and 
the environment, resources and climate are the prerequisites for sustainable global and 
European agriculture. 
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