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Abstract

Rural and peripheral regions such as Fryslan face ongoing challenges related to youth
out-migration, demographic ageing, and regional livability (Fries Sociaal Planbureau, 2018;
Planbureau Fryslan, 2024). This study explores how sense of place and sense of belonging
influence young adults’ decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan. Previous research suggests
that migration decisions are not only shaped by economic and structural factors, but also by
emotional attachment, identity, and experiences of community and home (Rénnlund, 2020;
Carrasco-Cruz & Cruz-Souza, 2025).

A qualitative photo-elicitation method was used, in which ten young adults who were
born and raised in Fryslan created photographs representing their experiences of place and
belonging, followed by semi-structured interviews. The findings show that family
relationships, childhood memories, social cohesion, nature, landscape, safety, and the Frisian
language play an important role in participants’ attachment to Fryslan. Returnees often
described how living elsewhere strengthened their appreciation for the region through
comparison with urban environments. At the same time, participants also experienced tensions
between emotional attachment and structural limitations such as employment opportunities
and amenities.

The study demonstrates that decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan are not solely
based on rational-economic considerations, but are also strongly shaped by emotional, social,
and cultural dimensions of place and belonging. Methodologically, this study contributes by
applying a photo-elicitation approach to explore the emotional and experiential dimensions of

place and belonging.
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1. Introduction
Across Europe, rural and peripheral regions are increasingly confronted with demographic
ageing, youth out-migration, and concerns regarding regional livability and sustainability
(Ronnlund, 2020; Pates, 2023). Young adults often leave rural areas to pursue higher
education, employment opportunities, urban amenities, or personal development elsewhere,
while others remain in their home region or eventually return after a period away. These
mobility processes have become particularly relevant in Fryslan, a northern province of the
Netherlands characterized by strong regional identity, the Frisian language, and ongoing
demographic change. Research by the Fries Sociaal Planbureau (2018) demonstrates that
Fryslan has experienced a structural surplus of youth out-migration since 2006, while
Planbureau Fryslan (2024) additionally highlights concerns regarding ageing populations and
declining numbers of young people.

Existing research on rural youth mobility frequently focuses on structural explanations
such as access to education, employment opportunities, housing availability, and economic
development (Ronnlund, 2020; Pates, 2023). However, recent studies increasingly argue that
migration decisions are not solely rational-economic choices, but are also shaped by
emotional attachment to place, experiences of community, identity, and feelings of belonging
(Carrasco-Cruz & Cruz-Souza, 2025; He et al., 2023).

The concepts of sense of place and sense of belonging therefore provide an important
framework for understanding how young adults relate to rural regions such as Fryslan. Sense
of place refers to the meanings, emotions, and attachments individuals develop in relation to
particular places through lived experiences, memories, and social interactions (Erfani, 2024;
Tuan, 1990). Sense of belonging refers to feelings of connectedness, recognition, acceptance,
and involvement within a social environment or community (Allen, 2020; Hagerty et al.,
1996).

Previous research demonstrates that emotional attachment to family, landscape,
language, and local communities can strongly influence how young adults experience home
and shape decisions about staying, leaving, or returning (Carrasco-Cruz & Cruz-Souza, 2025;
Ronnlund, 2020). At the same time, these place relationships are dynamic and may change
throughout different life stages and migration experiences (Erfani, 2024). Young adults may
simultaneously experience attachment to their home region while also feeling attracted to
opportunities and lifestyles elsewhere, creating tensions and ambivalent relationships with

place (Ronnlund, 2020; Carrasco-Cruz & Cruz-Souza, 2025).



Within Fryslan, questions of place attachment and belonging are particularly relevant due to
the province’s distinct regional identity and minority language. Previous studies show that the
Frisian language, ideas of Mienskip (community), and strong connections to landscape and
local culture play an important role in experiences of Frisian identity and belonging (Halink,
2022; Planbureau Fryslan, 2025).

Although previous research in Fryslan has explored youth migration and regional
attachment, much of this work has primarily relied on surveys and interview-based methods
(Fries Sociaal Planbureau, 2018; Reitsma et al., 2025). Limited attention has been given to
visual and arts-based methods capable of capturing the emotional and experiential dimensions
of place and belonging more deeply. This study therefore adopts photo-elicitation as a
qualitative visual method, in which participants use self-generated photographs to reflect on
meaningful places, memories, relationships, and experiences connected to Fryslan. Photo-
elicitation has been shown to stimulate reflection and uncover meanings that may be difficult
to express verbally alone (Glaw et al., 2017; Winter & Adu-Ampong, 2020).

This study aims to explore how sense of place and sense of belonging influence young
adults’ decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan. The following research question guides the
study: How do sense of place and sense of belonging influence young adults’ decisions to stay
in or return to Fryslan?

To answer this question, the study focuses on two groups of young adults between the
ages of 18 and 35 who were born and raised in Fryslan: stayers, who have continuously lived
in Fryslan, and returnees, who lived outside Fryslan for a substantial period before returning.
By comparing these groups, the study seeks to gain deeper insight into how place attachment,
social relationships, identity, and belonging are experienced through continuity, mobility,
departure, and return.

Ultimately, this study contributes to broader discussions on rural youth mobility, place
attachment, emotional geographies, and return migration by highlighting the importance of
emotionally meaningful relationships with place, community, and identity in shaping

migration decisions in Fryslan.



2. Literature Review

2.1. Sense of place

2.1.1. Definition of sense of place
Erfani (2024) states that sense of place is a frequently used concept in, among others, urban
studies and planning, environmental studies, and other social studies in which human—place
relations play a role. In human geography, sense of place refers to all meanings for places
developed by individuals or a group of people over a certain period of time. The distinctive
characteristics that distinguish one place from another are related to the concept of “sense of
place.” Sense of place is a holistic and complex construct that brings together various
dimensions. Sense of place is often used as an overarching concept to reveal human—place
relations. While place attachment, an embedded dimension of sense of place, generally refers
to the affective bonds that people, individually or as a community, create with places over a
certain period of time.

Erfani (2024) argues that sense of place can vary per individual based on various
socio-demographic variables. For example, age, how long one has lived somewhere, and
physical attributes such as scale and ecology influence sense of place. In addition, Erfani
(2024) emphasizes that sense of place is a dynamic concept that changes over time and space.
People in different phases of their lives and in relation to different meanings connected to

their places have a different sense of place.

Sense of place

A
( |

Genealogical Place Identiy
Narrative Place dependence
Economic Affective attachment
Ideological Social bonding
Cosmological Place memory
Dynamic Place expectation

Figure 1: Concept structure of sense of place.



The concept of structured sense of place describes the feeling of connectedness to a place on
the basis of two main dimensions: (1) the relationship to the place, which refers to the
different ways in which people are connected to places and the types of bonds
(genealogical/historical, narrative/cultural, economic, ideological, cosmological, and
dynamic); and (2) attachment to place, which reflects the depth and types of attachment to a
place (place identity, place dependence, affective attachment, social bonding, place memory,
place expectation) (Chen & Hall, 2015).

People are active participants in shaping places. This occurs at different spatial scales,
ranging from the home to the street and then to the wider community and place of residence

(Chen & Hall, 2015).

2.1.2. Place attachment (affective bonds, topophilia)
Topophilia is an expression for the affective bond between people and a place or environment.
Essentially, it can be described as “the love of a place.” It is a broad definition of all affective
bonds between people and their environment. Differences in intensity, subtlety, and modes of
expression can vary greatly (Tuan, 1990). More permanent and less easily expressed are
feelings people have toward a place because it is home, the place of memories, and the source
of income (Tuan, 1990). Proshansky et al. (1983) describe place attachment as the strong
desire for the emotional bond with the parental home of early childhood and the associated
physical environment. This sense of place attachment occurs among individuals who have one
or more positive memories of these environments that strongly outweigh the number of

negative memories.

2.1.3. Dynamics: time, life course, events
Erfani (2024) states that people feel a strong connection to places and that these feelings
become truly powerful when emotionally charged events have taken place there or when a
place has become a symbol. Examples include a parental home or a place of loss. Erfani
(2024) also emphasizes that the concept of sense of place is dynamic. It refers to the
emotional and psychological meanings, values, and feelings that individuals and communities
assign to places. These characteristics are often influenced by socio-cultural and historical
contexts. This reflects the changing nature of the relationship people have with places. This
aligns with the insights of Tuan (1990), who argues that appreciation of the landscape is more
personal and enduring when it is infused with memories of human events. Proshansky et al.

(1983) emphasize that a sense of place attachment, or its opposite, place aversion, is not



limited to early childhood. Place attachment can also occur at later stages in the life cycle. For
example, if for a parent the family home has been a supportive environment for a long period,
there is every reason to expect that a sense of attachment to the place has developed.

Tuan (1990) argues that love for the homeland is historically explicable. Mountains,
streams, springs, and ponds are not merely interesting or beautiful landscape elements; they
are the work of ancestors from whom we descend. The entire countryside is a living,
centuries-old family tree. This aligns with the insights of Ingold (1993) who argues that the
landscape is not a neutral backdrop or a cultural symbol, but a living process that is
continuously shaped by people. Ingold (1993) introduces the dwelling perspective, by which
he means that the landscape is shaped by the activities that take place there, such as walking,
building, working, and so on.

The interaction is twofold: through these activities the environment takes on a
particular form, but these activities in turn also shape the human being. It is not so much about
a physical place as about the continuous interaction between humans and their environment.
Tuan (1990) argues that the countryside evokes an elusive sentiment. To understand this
specific form of topophilia, it is useful to realize that an ecological value needs its opposite in
order to be defined. Tuan (1990) illustrates this with a well-known quote by Emily Dickinson:
“Water is taught by thirst, land by the oceans passed.” With this, Tuan (1990) wishes to
indicate that “home” is a meaningless word without “travel” and “foreign land.” The virtues
of the countryside need their counterpart, the city, in order to come into sharp focus, and vice
versa. According to Tuan (1990), awareness of the past is an important element in the love of

a place.

2.1.4. Positive and negative sense of place
According to Proshansky et al. (1983), the development of place attachment can be hindered
when certain environments at home, at school, or in the neighborhood weaken, disrupt, or
threaten a person. This can even lead to the opposite of place attachment, namely place
aversion.

This corresponds with findings by Pates (2023) from a study on emigration plans and
sense of place among East Central European youth, in which a participant indicated that there
are reasons to stay in a place, such as family and one’s own past. However, the participant in
this study also indicated that solely family and personal history are insufficient reasons to plan
a future in the region (Pates, 2023). Considerations for leaving include the lack of cultural

facilities such as zoos, nightclubs, playgrounds, shopping centers, a university, and so on. A



participant indicates a desire to study and the ambition to become a lawyer (Pates, 2023). This
aligns with what Erfani (2024) claims, namely that people often express satisfaction with a
place when it functionally provides the desired space for accommodating desired activities
and needs. In this example from Pates (2023), this concerns the need to study and the need for
cultural amenities. According to Erfani (2024), people may feel dependent on places that offer
a certain facilitating meaning, for example, “this is a place where I can live.” Conversely,
people can also develop a negative sense of place when certain characteristics of the place
conflict with their identity, or when the place or community does not represent individual

needs, expectations, and values (Erfani, 2024).

2.2. Sense of Belonging
Anant (1966, as cited in Hagerty et al., 1996) defines sense of belonging as a “feeling of
personal involvement in a social system, whereby individuals feel themselves to be an
indispensable and integral part of that system.”
According to Allen (2020), sense of belonging is of fundamental importance to everyday life.
It can influence our mental health, our well-being, and even our physical health. Through a
sense of belonging to groups, people find meaning, identity, and satisfaction in life. We rely
on our families and social contacts for recognition and understanding. According to Allen
(2020), the need to belong is as great as our need for water. One can go without for a while,
but eventually the body will signal that there is a shortage. Allen (2020) states that many
people describe sense of belonging as a feeling of being accepted, understood, included, and
welcomed. These feelings may relate to the quality of social bonds, their meaning, one’s
satisfaction with them, or even the way a person relates to a particular place.

Based on the view of belonging as a fundamental motivation (Baumeister & Leary,
1995), Allen (2020) shows that people sometimes make life-changing decisions related to
their sense of belonging. It can even drive people to move to the other side of the world, to
become uprooted and eventually return home after a certain period. Allen (2020) adds that
people all have a need for a sense of belonging for themselves and that at the same time we
are conditioned to want to give others around us a sense of belonging as well.

Allen (2020) further emphasizes that sense of belonging is not only related to people
but also to different things. People often indicate that they feel a connection with a place,
memories, objects, experiences, countries, or events. Sense of belonging can therefore be
experienced and linked to certain sounds, smells, tastes, and sensations, and can differ for

each person.
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2.2.1. Social identity and community bonding
Erfani (2024) states that individual-community interaction strongly influences sense of
belonging to a community. This connection is unmistakable in the attitudes and actions of
community members. For example, residents may develop an affinity with a place because of
their ties to the local community. After a certain time, active participation in a community can
develop into connectedness and unity, which in turn influences sense of place. Dahl and
Sorenson (2012) argue that regional embeddedness encompasses multiple aspects of the
relationship between a person and a place. In part, this refers to an understanding of history,
culture, and many other regional factors that are difficult for outsiders to assess. In part, it
reflects relationships. An embedded person has friends and family in a region who provide

attachment.

2.2.2. Multidimensional relationships (stayers vs. returnees)
Marques da Silva and Faria (2025) argue, based on the theoretical insights of Horschelmann
(2018), that young adults’ relationship with their region and their sense of belonging can
sometimes be a reason to return. Young adults often have a multidimensional relationship with
their home regions that is meaningful and contributes to their connectedness to that place. He
et al. (2023), state that rural migrants, despite leaving their home region and settling
elsewhere, often retain a strong attachment to their place of birth. The study by He et al.
(2023) was conducted with the aim of gaining greater insight into the place attachment of
rural migrants and returnees. The main research question posed in this study was: “Is there a
difference in place attachment between migrants and returnees?”” As noted in He et al. (2023,
referring to Fullilove, 1996), place attachment is based on early life experiences and is
strengthened by spending time in a specific location. The study by He et al. (2023), which
examines how attached rural migrants in China are to places, shows that returnees have
stronger place attachment than migrants who have not (yet) returned. However, a number of
migrants also indicated that they live in places to which they do not feel attached at all,
suggesting that facilities, certain opportunities, and other factors also play a role in the
decision to move or to stay.

Haartsen (2022) argues that in order to examine how people deal with spatial changes,

it is useful to pay attention to the bonds people have with places, such as concepts like place
attachment and sense of belonging. Haartsen (2022) states that the more someone feels at

home in a house, neighborhood, village, or region, the happier and more satisfied they are. A
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bond with a place often consists of different aspects, such as social aspects of the local
community or physical aspects like a distinctive landscape. This is often related to the roots
people have in an area: for people who are born and raised locally or who stay, both social and
physical aspects are important.

Haartsen (2022) also states that shared responsibility for a place is related to the
strength of the bond between people and their living environment. The stronger this bond, the

more willing people are to commit themselves to maintaining and improving livability.

2.3.  Young adults in rural and peripheral areas

2.3.1. Rural youth and intentions to leave
According to Ronnlund (2020), recent research has paid little attention to young people living
in rural areas. This is also emphasized by He at al. (2023), who argue that there is limited
research on attachment to place of birth among rural migrants and returnees. Ronnlund (2020)
refers to studies showing that decisions about the future, such as whether to stay or to leave,
are complex issues for young people living in rural areas. Ronnlund (2020) emphasizes that
young people in rural areas generally have a strong bond with the place, their family, and
other residents of their environment, and a sense of connectedness to “home.” A participant
from Ronnlund’s (2020) study indicated that there are reasons to remain in a place, such as
family and one’s own past.

The findings of Ronnlund (2020) show that young residents mainly value social
connections. They spoke positively about living in a “small community” where everyone
knows each other. Positive aspects included statements such as “everyone knows each other,”
“I recognize people,” and “people recognize me.” Ronnlund (2020) also shows that the
ecological environment plays a role in narratives about a home place. The landscape was
described as having emotional meaning and being experienced as part of the person
themselves. For example, living close to a river or a forest and always having access to it
evokes a sense of freedom. It also contributes to a life described as “calm and not stressful.”
However, the study also showed that the same respondents indicated that rural areas lack
certain things, such as regular public transport, secondary education institutions, organized
youth activities, and healthcare services. Overall, Ronnlund (2020) shows that a meaningful

“home place” is strongly related to social relationships and aspects of nature.
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2.3.2. Tensions between staying and leaving (ambivalences)

An interesting outcome of Ronnlund’s (2020) study is that young people also identify with
their home place. In general, they introduce themselves as “someone from a small
community,” with characteristics that align with the environment, such as “being social,”
“loving nature,” and “being a relaxed and calm person.” The rural area is seen by these young
people as “the place to be,” while the city is viewed as “the place to be” in the future. Young
people feel that they have to move in order to study or find a decent job. Due to a lack of
decent employment, education, and career opportunities, staying in a rural area or local
village is not seen as a realistic option. They indicate that they do not want to move but feel
they have no choice. This feeling is described as being torn between the desire to stay and the
pressure to leave. This also emerges in a study by Carrasco-Cruz and Cruz-Souza (2025), in
which young people in rural areas state that efforts to stay or to return are challenging due to
depopulation and a lack of opportunities.

In summary, the perceptions of the young people in this study are highly ambivalent.
They describe parallel meanings of their home. They view the local place simultaneously as

rich and lacking, and as both free and restrictive.

2.3.3. Reasons for return
Carrasco Cruz et al., (2025) discuss how persistent the depopulation of rural areas is and how
this puts pressure on the social sustainability of these regions. They argue that the concept of
place attachment proves valuable in understanding why young people do or do not leave,
because it encompasses emotional, symbolic, and structural factors.

The first findings of the project “Kom terug!” (“Come back!”) by the University of
Groningen show that in the northern provinces of the Netherlands (Groningen, Fryslan,
Drenthe) there is not a single type of leaver or returnee, but that diverse migration patterns
emerge after departure. There are large regional variations and differences between groups
(Reitsma et al., 2025). The researchers also state that many rural residents highly value social
cohesion, safety, and access to nature. Young people who are ready for higher education or a
career often see few opportunities in their living environment and therefore move to the city.
It is notable that Overijssel has a relatively high number of people who stay, while Drenthe
and Fryslan have more people who leave only once. The four provinces have roughly the
same proportion of returnees. Regional differences are significant. Some municipalities have a
relatively high number of people who stay (e.g., Emmen, Hardenberg, Staphorst). Other

municipalities have fewer people who stay, but a high number of returnees (e.g., Sidwest-
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Fryslan, De Fryske Marren, Coevorden). Returnees and those who stay are strikingly often
accompanied by a partner who grew up in the same municipality (Reitsma et al., 2025).

According to the initial results, a strong social and emotional bond with the
community of upbringing is an important consideration in the decision to return. The study
also shows that a number of returnees leave again. These are defined as re-leavers. According
to the researchers, this may point to a desire to return, but ultimately to leave again due to
factors such as employment opportunities and facilities. Removing barriers, for example by
promoting attractive jobs and amenities, can increase the likelihood that this group will
remain (Reitsma et al., 2025).

Carrasco-Cruz and Cruz-Souza (2025) also show in their study an increase in returnees
to rural areas in Spain. According to a study conducted by these researchers in a rural region
of Spain, the most important reason for young people to return was social relationships,
particularly those with family and friends. This reason formed a fundamental part of the
decision to return despite economic factors such as limited career opportunities. Another
reason for return that emerged was nature and the landscape. A participant referred to the
feeling of release experienced during a walk through the rural natural environment. Carrasco-
Cruz and Cruz-Souza (2025) also argue that the time returnees have spent away from the
countryside provides them with a more positive image of rural life. The emotional security
and daily well-being associated with the countryside demonstrate a strong connection between

rural areas and the young people who originate from them.

2.3.4. Peripherality and regional identity

To explore reasons for staying or leaving among young people in peripheral areas, it is useful
to understand what “the periphery” is. The periphery is defined by the Cambridge Dictionary
as the “outer edge of an area.” According to Paasi (1995), as cited in Gerend (2024),
“periphery” refers to a spatial locational relationship, such as between “periphery” and
“centre.” The term “periphery” is generally associated with remote, outlying areas far
removed from central cities. Pates (2023) argues that the periphery is not only a geographical
or political matter but also one of self-identification. Haartsen (2022) describes the
countryside (the periphery) as resource regions: suppliers of food and natural resources. At the
same time, she also describes rural areas as a retreat places where people can step out of the
rat race and leave everything behind for a while.

Pates (2023) argues that the desire of young people in rural areas to move away is an

important indicator of how peripherality is experienced. They imagine their future elsewhere.
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Labeling regions and their inhabitants as “peripheral” means that they are assigned a
particular place within an imagined order. If this order is spatial, then periphery refers to a

location at a certain distance from a centre (Pates, 2023).

2.4. Frisian identity and language
Halink (2022) argues that the development of Frisian identity went hand in hand with a
process of autonomy in relation to the urban core in the western part of the country. Fryslan
sees itself as peripheral and northern and labels itself as “different.” Schrover and
Suurenbroek (2005) state that Frisians have viewed themselves as a distinct group within the
Dutch population and feel more connected to other Frisians in other places, also outside of
Fryslan.

Van der Plank (1987) argues that Frisian identity outside the province is often
understood as a geographical category: everyone who lives in Fryslan is then seen as
“Frisian.” Within Fryslan itself, however, other, much stricter criteria apply. According to Van
der Plank (1987), genealogical factors, such as Frisian family descent, and ethnolinguistic
characteristics such as speaking the Frisian language play a central role in who is seen as
“Frisian.” A recent language study by the Fryske Akademy and Planbureau Fryslan shows that
63.7% of respondents consider the Frisian language important for social cohesion and identity
(Planbureau Fryslan, 2025).

According to Hofstee et al., (2000), Frisians who had moved elsewhere are part of our
collective memory, and many people in Fryslan feel a connection to them in one way or
another. During the Simmer 2000 event, Frisian emigrants were welcomed back to Fryslan.
Simmer 2000 was one large cultural network of village, urban, and provincial organizations
offering an enormously varied selection of cultural activities, sports, musical performances,
and reunions. The event promoted itself with the slogan: “Wy dogge mei” (We’re joining in).
This mobilized a large crowd of participants and spectators within the province itself. “Tk
doch ek me1” (I’'m joining in too).

According to Hofstee et al. (2000), the Simmer 2000 event gave shape to a collective
Frisian identity as experienced at the time. Around the turn of the century, this identity could
no longer be found exclusively in language, landscape, or the past, but was instead also
expressed in individual choices and forms of identification, such as language use, housing
choices, and cultural consumption (Hofstee et al., 2000). In that sense, Simmer 2000 served as
a cultural moment in which participants explicitly demonstrated that they felt at home in the

Fryslan of 2000.
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Hofstee et al. (2000) argue that identification relates to both fictional and existing matters.
The “Mienskip” (community) of all Frisians is largely an “imagined community.” According
to Hofstee et al. (2000), it is important that the outside world is not unnecessarily excluded
and that the associated sense of “we” is not used to declare Fryslan too unique.

According to Hofstee et al. (2000), there is such a thing as a typical emigrant’s
ailment: a divided heart. One half of the heart belongs to the new country, but a large part of
the heart is still Frisian. The homeland still calls. An English description for this feeling is: “It
tugs at your heartstrings.” Hofstee et al. (2000) argue that Simmer 2000 was one big
declaration of love to Fryslan. And that love does not come only from the Frisians who live in
Fryslan. That love comes from all Frisians, wherever they may be in this world. You can take

the Frisian out of Fryslan, but you can never take Fryslan out of the Frisian.

2.4.1. Demographic developments
According to Planbureau Fryslan (2024), Fryslan is facing a double ageing process. It is
expected that by 2040 there will be an increase of 84 percent in residents aged 65 and older.
At the same time, Fryslan is experiencing a decline in the number of young people. At the
time of the study (2024), there were 13,000 fewer children (aged 0—14) compared to ten years
earlier. The labour force in Fryslan has decreased by 4% since 2010, while the number of jobs
has increased by 14%. Due to ageing and the decline in youth, the number of potential

workers is expected to decrease significantly in the coming years.

2.4.2. Dynamics of leaving and returning in Fryslan
According to research by the Fries Sociaal Planbureau in 2018 (currently Planbureau Fryslan),
Fryslan has had a structural surplus of youth out-migration since 2006. Since then, between
1,000 and 2,000 more young people (aged 15-30) leave each year than settle in the province.
The study shows that the choice of education is one of the contributing factors. According to
this research, there are young people who consciously stay and those who consciously leave.
Among the stayers are also young people who have a firm intention to remain in Fryslan.
Participants indicate that reasons for staying include the language, the fact that they truly feel
“Frisian,” and that they grew up in Fryslan. They consider the familiar feeling they experience
in Fryslan to be very important. Feeling “free” was also mentioned by participants as a reason
to stay in Fryslan. Stayers indicate that they have “everything” in Fryslan and want to

maintain their social life and social contacts. They often feel connected to Fryslan.
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For leavers, education, work, and career are often reasons to leave Fryslan (Fries Sociaal
Planbureau, 2018). Participants indicate that there are fewer job opportunities in Fryslan in
certain sectors, such as large international companies or the national government. As a result,
moving to the central part of the country is often seen as necessary. In addition, these young
people also indicate that they enjoy living in a city and value the conviviality and activities
that urban life offers. Some young people also mention that they appreciate the freedom and
anonymity of city life. A number of leavers have a positive attitude toward returning to
Fryslan in a later life phase. Not all young people want to return to Fryslan. They do not feel

connected to Fryslan and feel at home in their new living environment.

2.5. Conceptual model
The conceptual model provides a framework for understanding how sense of place and sense
of belonging relate to the decision to stay in or return to Fryslan. It shows that these

relationships are dynamic and can influence each other over time.

Sense of belonging
‘r - - Staying

¢ - Returning

Sense of place

Figure 2: Conceptual model

The model suggests that sense of place and sense of belonging are interconnected and
mutually reinforcing concepts. Both factors can individually and jointly influence the decision
to stay in or return to Fryslan. At the same time, staying in or returning to Fryslan may further
strengthen an individual’s sense of place and sense of belonging, creating a dynamic and

reciprocal feedback loop over time.
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3. Methodology

3.1. Research aim and question
This study aims to explore how sense of place and sense of belonging influence young adults’
decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan. Emotional attachments to place are widely recognized
as an important factor in young adults’ migration decisions (Carrasco-Cruz et al., 2025).
However, these decisions are not purely emotional; they emerge from an interplay between
affective bonds, social relations, and structural opportunities such as education and
employment (Ronnlund, 2020; Pates, 2023; He et al., 2023). The following research questions

were developed in order to achieve the research aim.

Main research question: How do sense of place and sense of belonging influence

young adults’ decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan?

Sub question 1: How do young adults experience sense of place and sense of

belonging in Fryslan?

Sub question 2: What differences exist between stayers and returnees in their

experiences of sense of place and sense of belonging?

3.2. Research design
This study used a qualitative research method photo-elicitation in order to research how sense
of place and sense of belonging influence young adults’ decisions to stay in or return to
Fryslan. Photo-elicitation is a visual research method in which photographs are used to
stimulate discussion, reflection, and memory during interviews (Briggs et al., 2014). The
method was first introduced by anthropologist John Collier Jr. in the 1950s, who found that
photographs encouraged participants to express experiences and meanings that were often
difficult to articulate through words alone (Choo, 2023).

The method was considered particularly suitable for this study because sense of place

and sense of belonging are emotional, complex, and multidimensional concepts. Tuan (1974)
argues that people’s emotional bonds with place can vary greatly in intensity and meaning,
while Erfani (2024) describes sense of place as a holistic construct consisting of multiple

dimensions. Participant-generated photographs therefore provided participants with an
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accessible way to reflect on meaningful places, memories, relationships, and everyday
experiences connected to Fryslan.

Previous research suggests that photo-elicitation may encourage richer and more
reflective responses compared to verbal interviews alone (Glaw et al., 2017). The use of
photographs may also stimulate reflection on experiences and meanings that participants
normally take for granted (Winter & Adu-Ampong, 2020). Furthermore, photographs can help
participants express sensitive or personally meaningful experiences that may otherwise be
difficult to explain verbally (Church et al., 2021).

Within existing research on Frisian youth, identity, and migration, studies have largely
relied on survey-based approaches and interviews, with limited attention to visual or arts-
based methods (e.g. Planbureau Fryslan, 2018; Reitsma et al., 2025). Compared to survey-
based and interview methods, visual and arts-based approaches such as photo-elicitation are
underrepresented in research on Frisian youth, identity, and migration. This study therefore
contributes methodologically by introducing photo-elicitation as a visual qualitative method.

In this method, participants take their own photographs and discuss them in a semi-
structured interview, allowing them to guide the conversation and reflect on their lived

experiences.

3.3. Research population and sampling

The study focuses on two groups of young adults who were all born and raised in Fryslan,
meaning that they share a similar starting point in terms of early life experiences and initial
place attachment:

e Stayers: individuals who have continuously lived in Fryslan.

e Returnees: individuals who have lived outside Fryslan for a substantial period

(approximately >5 years) and have returned.
This distinction is theoretically relevant because place-related meanings and attachments are
shaped by life course experiences and are subject to change over time (Erfani, 2024).
Migration histories, such as leaving and returning, influence how individuals develop,
experience, and reflect upon sense of place and sense of belonging (He et al., 2023).
The literature does not prescribe a fixed minimum duration for ‘return’. However,

since return is typically investigated after substantial years spent elsewhere, allowing shifts in
sense of place and sense of belonging to become visible (Carrasco Cruz et al., 2025), this

study uses approximately five years outside Fryslan as a guideline, while allowing for some
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flexibility. This life-course logic aligns with findings regarding ambivalent place attachment
and life-course triggers among returnees (Carrasco Cruz et al., 2025).

Additionally, the Kom terug! (“Come Back!”) project conducted by the University of
Groningen includes participants up to the age of 35, arguing that this age range provides
individuals with sufficient time to leave the region and potentially return later in life (Reitsma
et al., 2025).

In this study, young adults are defined as individuals between the ages of 18 and 35.
The selection of this age range is informed by the concept of emerging adulthood, which
describes an extended transitional life phase characterized by identity exploration, mobility,
educational choices, career development, and decisions regarding future settlement (Arnett,
2020). Although definitions of young adulthood differ across studies and institutions, the age
range of 18-35 is considered appropriate for this research because it captures a life stage in
which decisions about staying in or returning to Fryslan are especially relevant.

For recruiting participants, a combination of purposive sampling strategy and
convenience and self-selection strategy was used. A purposive sampling strategy is frequently
used in qualitative research and it enables the researcher to identify and select participants
who have knowledge, experience and insight related to the research topic (Palinkas et al.,
2015). For this study the researcher carried out this sampling technique by approaching
individuals from the network of the researcher who matched the criteria, namely young adults
with experiences related to staying in or returning to Fryslan.

In addition, convenience and self-selection sampling strategies were used by posting a
recruitment message on the researcher’s personal LinkedIn page. Self-selection sampling
allows participants to voluntarily decide whether they want to participate in the study, which
is a commonly used strategy in qualitative research and online recruitment (Ames et al.,
2019). Several individuals responded expressing their interest in participating. The
recruitment message that was posted on LinkedIn can be found in Appendix 1.

After recruitment, participants were given a flexible period of 3- 4 weeks to take their
photographs, after which an interview was scheduled.

The literature does not provide a specific recommended number of participants for
photo-elicitation studies. In various studies, including those by Glaw et al. (2017), Richard &
Lahman (2015), and Winter & Adu Ampong (2020), the number of participants varies
between approximately 3 and 19. Based on these findings and taking time and feasibility into
account it was decided for this study to recruit a total of 12 participants, divided into two

groups. This results in 6 participants per group.
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In total 10 participants took part in the study of whom 6 belonged to the stayers group and 4
to the returnees group. Initially, 12 participants were recruited in order to have an equal
number in each group; however, two returnees withdrew due to personal circumstances. Due
to time constraints, it was not possible to recruit additional participants.

The diagrams and tables below provide an overview of the participants and their

characteristics, including age, educational level, and gender distribution.

Gender diversity among the participants Age range among the participants

Female
60%
29-32 YEAR
20%

Figure 3: Gender diversity of Figure 4: Age of participants

participants created by the created by the author

Educational level among the participants

O R, N W b U1 O N

Bachelor Master

Figure 5: Educational level of

participants created by the

The interviews resulted in a total of 331.8 minutes of audio recordings, and participants
produced 75 photographs in total. The duration of the interviews varied considerably, with an
average length of approximately 33 minutes. The researcher identified 336 fragments

considered analytically relevant to the research questions.
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3.4. Data collection

3.4.1. Participant briefing
Participants received a participant information sheet and consent form prior to participation.
They were informed about; the aim of the study, the use of photographs, their right to
withdraw at any time and confidentiality and data storage. Participation was voluntary, and
informed consent was obtained. The information sheet and consent form can be found in

Appendix 2.

3.4.2. Photo assignment
The literature does not prescribe a fixed number of photographs for photo-elicitation research
and the number of photographs used differs across studies. For example, Richards and
Lahman (2015) used approximately 16 photographs per participant, while Garrod (2008) used
12 photographs. In this study, participants were asked to take 5-8 photographs representing
their sense of place in Fryslan and their sense of belonging in Fryslan. This amount was
considered sufficient to stimulate detailed reflection and discussion, while also remaining
manageable within the timeframe of the interviews. The participants were free to interpret this
assignment in their own way. This openness encouraged participants to reflect on personally
meaningful experiences. However, the participants were asked to not take pictures of

individuals or any other private information about themselves or others.

3.4.3. Interviews
As part of the qualitative research method photo-elicitation, each participant took part in a
one-on-one semi-structured interview. Semi-structured interviews are particularly suitable for
qualitative research because they provide enough structure to address central research themes
while also allowing flexibility to explore participants’ personal experiences and perspectives
in depth (Kallio et al., 2016). The interviews lasted approximately 30—60 minutes and were
audio-recorded using the Dictaphone app on a mobile phone. The interviews were conducted
in Frisian or Dutch, depending on the preferred language by the participant. Interviews were
conducted in quiet and private locations agreed upon with participants to ensure comfort,
openness, and confidentiality. A semi-structured interview guide was used by de researcher,
but applied flexibly. Not all questions were asked in every interview. The participants guided
the conversation through their photographs. Also differences in talkativeness were

accommodated. The interview questions were open-ended, non-directive and focused on
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meaning, experience, and reflection. This approach aligns with photo-elicitation principles,
where participants are seen as co-creators of knowledge. The interview guide can be found in

Appendix 3.

3.5. Data processing

3.5.1. Recording and transcription
All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim by the researcher. This manual
transcription process was an important analytical step because it enabled deep familiarization
with the data, as the researcher could re-hear nuances not fully captured during the interviews.
Initial insights and patterns also began to emerge during this process. Participants gave
consent for the audio recording of the interviews. The interviews were recorded using the
Dictaphone application on a mobile phone and were subsequently stored securely in
accordance with University of Groningen data management and confidentiality guidelines.
More detailed information regarding the recordings, storage, and confidentiality procedures

can be found in the Ethical Considerations section (see paragraph 3.7).

3.5.2. Translation
After transcription, all interviews were translated from Dutch into English. The translation
was done by the researcher. A translation tool was used where needed for accuracy. This
ensured that meaning was preserved as closely as possible and the data could be analysed and

presented in English.

3.5.3. Data reduction and structuring
All transcripts were re-read and meaningful fragments were identified and extracted into
separate tables per interview. This resulted in a structured dataset that formed the basis for
coding. Each table also included a brief description of the corresponding photograph when

relevant. The coding framework and table can be found in Appendix 4.
3.6. Data analysis

The data were analysed using a theory-informed qualitative thematic coding approach. The

analysis combined deductive coding based on themes derived from the literature review with
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an interpretative reading of recurring patterns, similarities, contradictions, and meaningful

participant narratives.

3.6.1. Familiarization through transcription
All interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher. Manual transcription formed an
important first stage of the analysis, as it enabled deep familiarization with the data. During
the transcription process, recurring themes, notable statements, similarities, and contradictions
between participants already started to emerge.
Repeated listening, reading, and transcription are commonly described in qualitative research
as an important process of data familiarization, allowing researchers to become deeply
immersed in participants’ narratives and meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
As transcription progressed, recurring patterns and contrasts between participants gradually

emerged.

3.6.2. Coding procedure
Given the large amount of qualitative material, a theory-informed coding approach was used.
The main themes derived from the literature were therefore used as overarching codes. These
codes were: Sense of Place, Sense of Belonging, Young Adults in Rural and Peripheral Areas,
and Frisian Identity & Language. These themes also formed the conceptual basis of the main
research question.
This approach of using codes derived from the literature and research questions also

helped ensure that the selected fragments remained relevant to the aims of the study and

contributed meaningfully to answering the main research question.

The following questions guided the coding process:

- Does the fragment relate to a place and its meaning? Code: Sense of Place

- Does the fragment relate to people, relationships, or community? Code: Sense of
Belonging

- Does the fragment relate to staying, leaving, choices, or the future? Code: Young
Adults in Rural and Peripheral Areas

- Does the fragment relate to Frisian identity, language, or regional identity? Code:

Frisian Identity & Language
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Short analytical memos were written to support the coding process and explain why particular
fragments were assigned certain codes. Some fragments received multiple codes because
participants often discussed several interconnected themes simultaneously. The table also
included space for brief descriptions of the photographs participants referred to during the

interviews. An example of this coding table can be found in Appendix 4.

3.6.3. Comparing fragments and developing findings
After all interviews had been coded and organized into individual coding frameworks, the
researcher repeatedly revisited the coded fragments throughout the writing of the findings
chapter. Conducting, transcribing, rereading, and coding all interviews personally enabled
strong familiarity with the data. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), repeated engagement
with qualitative data supports the identification of recurring meanings, patterns, and
contradictions across participants’ accounts.

As the findings chapter developed, connections between participants gradually became
visible. For example, some participants described family as the main reason for remaining in
Fryslan, while others expressed more conditional or ambivalent attachments to the region.
Similarities and contrasts also emerged in discussions about long-term attachment to Fryslan,
childhood familiarity, emotional connection to place, and future life choices.

Rather than emerging through a separate analytical stage, these patterns gradually
developed through the ongoing process of rereading, comparing fragments, and writing the
findings chapter itself. Charmaz (2006) describes this iterative process of moving back and
forth between data, interpretation, and writing as an important part of qualitative analysis.
Relevant quotations were selected to illustrate shared experiences, differences between
participants, and emotionally meaningful narratives related to place and belonging.

Although full theoretical saturation cannot be claimed due to the relatively small

sample size, sufficient thematic consistency emerged to support meaningful interpretation.

3.6.4. Role of photographs in the analysis
Photographs functioned as elicitation tools rather than independent units of analysis. The
analysis focused primarily on the meanings and narratives participants attached to the
photographs during the interviews.
The photographs often acted as conversation starters that stimulated memories,
reflections, and emotional discussions related to Fryslan. Descriptions of the photographs

were included only where necessary to provide context to the interview fragments.
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3.7. Ethical Considerations
This study follows established ethical guidelines for qualitative and visual research. All
participants provided informed consent prior to participation and were informed about the
purpose of the study, the use of their data, and their right to withdraw at any time without
consequences. Participants also consented to the audio recording of the interviews and the
creation of 5—8 photographs as part of the photo-elicitation process. Audio recordings were
securely stored on the protected University of Groningen Y-drive and were only accessible to
the researcher.

To ensure confidentiality, all data were anonymized and stored securely in accordance
with GDPR regulations. Participants were assigned unique identification numbers to prevent
any direct link between their identity and the data.

Particular care was taken in the use of photographs. Participants were instructed not to
include identifiable individuals without their consent. Photographs were only included in the
final thesis with explicit additional permission; otherwise, findings were presented through
written descriptions. Given the specific risks associated with visual data, participant safety

and anonymity were prioritized throughout the research process.

3.8. Reflexivity and Positionality
As a researcher, my own background is closely connected to the context of this study. I was
born and raised in Fryslan and have lived outside the region for several years before returning.
This positions me as a “returnee” myself, similar to a number of participants in this study. In
addition, Frisian is my mother tongue and forms an important part of my identity. These
factors place me strongly as an insider within the research context.

This insider position provided both advantages and potential challenges. On the one
hand, it facilitated rapport with participants. Shared experiences and a common cultural and
linguistic background helped to create a sense of trust and openness during the interviews. In
particular, speaking Frisian with participants contributed to a more informal and comfortable
interview setting, which may have encouraged participants to share more personal reflections.

At the same time, being an insider required careful reflexivity. My personal
experiences and familiarity with the context could have influenced how I interpreted
participants’ stories. During the analysis, I therefore actively reflected on the risk of blind

spots, especially when participants described certain aspects of Fryslan as positive. I remained
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aware that my own perspective, or that of other participants, is not universally shared. Special
attention was also given to what participants did not mention, in order to avoid focusing only
on dominant or expected narratives.

My own experience of leaving and returning to Fryslan also made me aware of how
personal and emotionally complex these trajectories can be. Although returning may appear to
be a simple decision from the outside, it often involves a deeper process of re-evaluating one’s
identity, relationships, and sense of home. This awareness helped me to approach participants’
stories with sensitivity and care, particularly when they shared personal and sometimes
intimate reflections about their experiences. At the same time, it required me to remain
cautious not to project my own experiences onto their narratives.

To minimize my influence during data collection, I deliberately maintained a neutral
role during interviews. Although I had similar experiences to some participants, particularly
those in the returnee group, I chose not to share these during the interviews. I did not respond
to participants’ accounts with personal recognition, nor did I answer questions about my own
experiences when these arose. This was done to avoid shaping participants’ responses or
reinforcing certain narratives. Reflections on shared experiences were only discussed after the
interview had concluded.

Overall, this study acknowledges that the researcher is not a detached observer but part
of the research context. By actively reflecting on my positionality as an insider and returnee, I
aimed to balance the benefits of familiarity with a critical and reflexive approach throughout

the research process.
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4. Results

4.1. The qualitative and interpretive photo-elicitation method

The findings show that the participants found the research method to be a positive experience.
The vast majority of participants indicated that they enjoyed taking the photos. For many
participants, this method had a reflective effect, bringing certain things to the surface. One
participant also noted that a photo says more than words, especially when it comes to feelings
that are so difficult to describe. Photos bring to the surface what is already there, thereby
creating an opening for conversation. That said, it was also difficult for some participants.

Most participants were surprised by some of the photos they took. It also shows
participants what really matters to them, for example, seemingly small things at first glance,
such as the safety and trust to leave your bike unlocked outside, or a certain place that means
more to them than they initially thought. Photos also emerged of places a participant rarely
visited but which nonetheless had a huge impact on their sense of belonging. These findings
suggest that the research method was well-suited for this study and that the participants
benefited from it; it truly helped them reflect on their sense of place and sense of belonging.

In the findings section, participants are identified as either “S” (stayer) or “R”
(returnee). These labels were used to maintain anonymity while also providing analytical

context regarding participants’ migration backgrounds.

4.2. Family
Many participants cite family as a key factor in their sense of belonging to Fryslan. This
applies to both stayers and returnees, although the role of family is experienced in different
ways. For some participants, family is directly linked to the place itself, where a sense of
home and location coincide. As one participant (R) states: “Where my family is, that is home
for me, and they are in Fryslan. In that way, Fryslan is my home, because all the people I love
live here.”

At the same time, the findings also show that family is not a decisive factor for
everyone in the decision to stay. For example, one participant indicates that she would
continue to live in Fryslan even without the presence of family. Participant (S): “If my parents
were to move outside Fryslan, I don't know whether I would move as well. I would still find it
very pleasant to live here.  would stay.”

This suggests that place attachment is not exclusively relational but can also be linked

to characteristics of the place itself.
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For other participants, particularly among returnees, family seems to play a more decisive role
in housing choices. They indicate that their sense of home is strongly dependent on the
presence of loved ones, and that they might move if those loved ones were to live elsewhere.
This suggests that for this group, attachment is less place-bound and more relational.
Participant (R): “If my entire family were to move to another province, I think I would go
there. So for me, it’s really about the people.” These differences suggest that “home” is

constructed in different ways: as a physical place, a social network or a combination of both.

4.3. Memories
The findings show that memories play a major role in all participants’ sense of connection to
Fryslan. By far the majority refer to a specific place—such as a canal where they used to sail a
small boat as a child—, or certain views, such as vistas over the seawall. One participant (S)
states: “The canal has always been important to me. In the past, [ used to cycle there with my
best friend, go boating on the canal, or walk the dogs there.”

Moments like these immediately transported them back to a specific time in the past,
evoking memories of time spent with grandparents, for example, or places they used to visit
often as children with their parents. This suggests that a connection to a particular place is
linked to memories. The vast majority of the participants’ memories came from their
childhood. One participant (S) states: “I have a photo of the seawall. That really brings back

memories for me. [ used to go there a lot when I was younger, and we’d slide down the

seawall or go there on roller skates. That really makes me think of my childhood.”

Figure 6: View over the sea wall in Fryslan.

Photograph taken by participant (used with permission).
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One possible explanation is that a connection to a place develops early in childhood. Since
most memories also involve a specific landscape, area, or view, this may suggest that a
stronger connection to a place develops, especially when a lot of time is spent outdoors as a
child. Additionally, memories involving other people also play a role. This could suggest that
when memories are formed in a place with people we feel connected to, we also feel more

connected to that place.

4.4. The community and social cohesion
The way people interact with one another in Fryslan is cited by virtually all participants as an
important element of their connection to the place. Concepts such as “Mienskip,” greeting one
another, and looking out for one another recur frequently. These social customs contribute to a
sense of safety, familiarity, and home. Participant (S): “People always greet each other and
wave. People help each other. We put each other's trash cans out and bring them back in after

they 've been emptied.”

S

Figure 7: Picture of containers along the road.

Photograph taken by participant (used with permission).

Participant (S): “It’s mainly the social aspect that makes me feel at home in Frysldn. The
people around you, the neighborhood. When we moved into our new house, an elderly
neighbor came by immediately. We hadn t even lived there for a day, and she was so involved.
Those kinds of things immediately give a sense of home.”

By far the majority of participants indicate that the way people interact with one

another in Fryslan plays a role in their connection to Fryslan and its people. In particular, they
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mention that people look out for one another and greet each other as they pass by. People help
one another, take a genuine interest in each other, and take the time for a chat. This sense of
interaction with one another seems to strengthen the feeling of home. One participant (R)
states: “Interaction with people strengthens the feeling of being at home enormously. That
greeting each other, that is really something I find very nice about Fryslan. For me, that really
belongs to Fryslan. Taking time to have a chat with each other.”

At the same time, participants also add nuance to this picture. For example, they
emphasize that this social connectedness does not necessarily mean that there are deep
personal relationships. Instead, it seems to be more about a shared social norm of involvement
and reciprocity. Participant (S): “People are willing to help each other, but they aren t always
close friends or people you know well. It'’s not as though I have a very close bond with
everyone. It'’s simply pleasant to live in a village where people are hospitable and open, but
not all of them are a good fit for my personality. It’s more a general way of interacting than a
matter of personal attachment.”

In addition, some participants point out the downside of these close-knit social
structures. The community can feel suffocating, especially when one deviates from the norm
or needs anonymity. Participant (S): “In the village where I lived, the community was
sometimes difficult. A community can be protective, but also suffocating, especially if you
deviate.”

This tension suggests that social cohesion can be both a source of connection and a
source of limitation, depending on individual needs and life stage. This can lead people to
rebel and actually long for an anonymous life. Anonymity is also seen by participants as an
advantage: Participant (R): “In Utrecht, you live with many people in a small space, but
nobody knows each other. “You can therefore be very anonymous. That also has its

’

advantages.’

The findings also reveal that participants sometimes avoid or postpone certain activities in
order to avoid interaction. One possible interpretation is that not everyone always finds it
pleasant or enjoyable to have to conform to that social norm. What does not emerge from the
conversations with the participants is whether this “Mienskip” and sense of connection with
one another is truly non-committal, or whether you must meet a certain standard before you
can experience its benefits? Who determines who belongs and who is allowed to participate?

Unfortunately, this does not emerge from the results.
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What remains unclear is whether greeting one another and helping each other stems from a
genuine, intrinsic desire among people, or whether it is a kind of unwritten, mandatory rule
that one must follow to be accepted within the community. If this is the case, it may suggest
that people experience this as immense social pressure. Interestingly, several returnees
appeared to value social cohesion more strongly after having lived elsewhere. Participants
described experiences of anonymity in larger cities, limited interaction with neighbours, and
difficulties building lasting social relationships due to the high turnover of residents. Although
some appreciated the privacy and independence associated with urban life, many also
expressed missing the everyday social interactions and familiarity they associated with
Fryslan. This may suggest that experiences outside Fryslan can increase appreciation for local
forms of social cohesion and connectedness.

In general, stayers also seemed strongly aware of the social cohesion in Fryslan and
largely viewed this positively. Participants regularly referred to the idea that “people still look
out for one another here,” implicitly contrasting Fryslan with places outside the region. Unlike
returnees, however, these perceptions were often not based on personal experiences

elsewhere, but rather on broader assumptions or shared ideas about life outside Fryslan.

4.5. The Frisian language
The vast majority of participants indicate that the Frisian language plays an important role in
their connection to Fryslan and its people. Participants who do not actively speak Frisian still
seem to feel a connection to the language. One participant (R) states: “/ wasn t raised
speaking Frisian, but I understand it well. People usually speak Dutch to me, while they speak
Frisian with each other. That feels very normal. Because I understand it, I still feel
connected.”

The vast majority associate the Frisian language as a positive aspect or even a part of
their identity. Participants indicate that they can connect better with people in the Frisian
language. Frisian-speaking participants also indicate that they can express themselves better
in the Frisian language. What emerges strongly is that the participants find it difficult to
explain exactly why the Frisian language is so important to them or what kind of feeling it
gives them. Among other things, hearing the Frisian language gives participants a sense of
home. A number of participants indicate that it is part of their identity because they were
raised with the Frisian language and always speak it at home. By far the majority of

participants find the Frisian language beautiful and are proud of it.
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At the same time, the language does not represent a sense of connection to the place for
everyone. One participant (R) states: “I never spoke Frisian at home. I didn t really speak it at
school either, except for one hour of mandatory class per week. My friends didn t speak
Frisian either. So I didn't grow up with it and didn 't hear it much around me. That's why [

don t speak it myself. [...] So for me, the Frisian language doesn t necessarily evoke a sense
of belonging to Fryslan.”

It is striking that most returnees’ connection to the Frisian language has changed after
their return. A number of participants have started taking a Frisian language course, are trying
to improve their reading skills in Frisian, and indicate that they consider it important to
include the Frisian language in their children’s upbringing. This may indicate that the
participants experience a renewed appreciation for the place after returning and that the
Frisian language is part of that. It may also suggest that after returning, people want to
connect with the community and that mastering the Frisian language is a key to accessing this
community. This indicates that the language represents social connection with others. The
interest in the language and the desire to pass it on may be a sign of wanting to belong and
doing one’s best to join this community. This commitment and interest in the Frisian language
is evident, among other things, in the following statements from participants:

Participant (R): “I find reading Frisian quite a challenge. I do find it nice to challenge
myself and read more Frisian. In the past I would never have done that. But now that I live
here again I like to pick that up more again.”

Participant (R): “We are trying to pass the Frisian language on to our daughter,
though. These days, the Frisian language is much more present in education, and she's
learning it at school too. My daughter has a huge interest in books, words, and counting, so
we count with her in Frisian or read Frisian words.”

This suggests that a language reinforces a sense of place and, above all, the bond
between people when they speak the same language. It may indicate that people feel more
connected to one another when they both speak a minority language. Additionally, it may be
that when you express yourself best in a certain language and others understand you in that
language, you literally feel heard. This can strengthen the sense of connection. These findings
suggest that language gives the feeling of being heard, contributes to identity, and can provide

access to community.

33



Figure 8: Picture of the Frisian flag.

Photograph taken by participant (used with permission).

4.6. The decision to leave
This study focuses primarily on motivations related to sense of place and sense of belonging
regarding staying or returning, and not so much on leaving in the first place. Nevertheless, a
number of motivations did spontaneously emerge during the interviews. This shows that the
vast majority of those who left chose to leave Fryslan because they simply felt the need for a
different environment, to experience and discover what life is like in a different place. One
participant states:
Participant (R): “I used to always want to leave Fryslan. I very much wanted to discover and
know what it is like to live and work outside Fryslan. I also wanted to show that I can do more
than just stay in Frysldan. I wanted to experience how that would be for me.”

For another participant, it didn’t necessarily feel like a personal choice but more like a
forced departure due to the inability to find a suitable job in Fryslan at the time. The
participant (R) says about this: “Affer a year of job hunting, I still hadn t found a permanent
job. So then I started looking outside the north, and through some connections I ended up at a
company in Rotterdam. So I had no choice but to go there.”

These findings show that the reason for leaving is not the same for everyone and
therefore varies greatly depending on the individual and their situation. What stands out is that
all returnees maintain a connection with Fryslan despite their departure. A number of
participants describe it as never having been completely gone, in the sense that they returned
to Fryslan from time to time. The main reason for this is visiting family, specifically their

parents. During these visits, they also engaged in activities such as exploring the natural
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surroundings. This may suggest that, despite leaving, young adults maintain a connection with
Fryslan, and by experiencing the area with family or other loved ones, this bond is sustained
or even strengthened.

It is plausible that occasional visits highlight the contrast between their new place of
residence and Fryslan, which may fuel the desire to return. At the same time, it may indicate
that when young adults continue to visit their old place of residence occasionally, they stay
informed about developments there. That they know a place does not stand still but continues
to evolve. This suggestion aligns with what one participant said about it being important not
to return fully to the old, to what was left behind, but rather to something familiar yet also
something new. One participant (R) states: “I felt it was important not to go back to my old
life completely. A new neighborhood, a new home, that really makes it our own place.”

One participant also noted that a key factor in the decision to eventually return was the
development the city had undergone during the years of absence. That it is not a city that
stands still but continues to evolve. Precisely because returnees come back from time to time,
they can experience this development firsthand. It is plausible that this aspect contributes to

young adults’ decision to return.

4.7. The decision to stay
Among the participants who plan to stay, it appears that their main reason for remaining in
Fryslan is that they feel at home there. They particularly appreciate the peace and quiet, the
fact that their family lives nearby, and see no reason to leave. One participant (S) states: “/
have everything here. The people who are dear to me live here. It also gives me a sense of
safety. If I feel so good here, why would I leave?”

This might suggest that those who stay have made a conscious choice to remain. Their
arguments show no sign of a forced choice to stay. They seem aware of their sense of home
and, at least for now, are convincingly choosing to stay in Fryslan. This is striking because
one could argue that staying is a sort of given. Leaving, in that sense, is an active choice; you
have to do something and take action. Staying can also be passive; if you do nothing, you end
up staying. The participants’ arguments do not reveal an “I haven’t decided yet” attitude, as if
they had stayed by accident. They genuinely see the positive aspects of staying and stand
behind them.
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4.8. The decision to return
The factors influencing the choice to return to Fryslan are very diverse and varied. Often,
multiple factors play a role. The findings show that family plays a major role in this choice.
Family is mentioned repeatedly as the ultimate reason for returning. Returning means that
family is closer and that it’s easier to visit. For all participants, it’s a combination of multiple
factors. So, both family as well as a pleasant living environment, affordable housing, nature,
and the desire to be part of a community. One participant (R) states: “It’s complicated. There
are so many things I appreciate: Fryslan, the Wadden Islands. I have wonderful childhood
memories of those places. But it’s really hard to pinpoint just one key factor. It’s the sum of it
all: an affordable home to buy, a neighborhood on the rise, a city with history and amenities,
and family nearby.”

The findings show that the decision to return to Fryslan is not made lightly and is often
preceded by a lengthy process. This is partly because participants also experience positive
aspects in their new place of residence, such as a good job with great colleagues and a
network they have built there. Economic factors and career opportunities also play a role. The
majority indicate that their ambitions may be greater than what Fryslan can offer them. One
participant (R) states: “If you look at it purely from an economic perspective, it doesn t make
sense to move from the Randstad to Fryslan.”

The process of deciding whether or not to return can take quite some time. At first, one
participant felt disbelief because she had never thought of returning to Fryslan. The
participant states: Participant (R): At first, when I thought about returning to Frysldn, I was
very surprised by my own reaction. I had always thought that I would never want to return. 1
also didn t dare to fully admit it at first. It took quite some time. I thought about it for more
than half a year before I actually dared to consider it.

By far the majority of returnees indicate that the decision was a difficult process
involving constant weighing of arguments. During such a process, other places to live are
often considered as well. One participant (R) says about this: “We thought for a long time
about Amersfoort, because of its location between families in Fryslan and Groningen and the
Randstad.”

It is plausible that a return is not so straightforward, and the fact that other places are
considered during such a process may suggest that when thinking about living elsewhere, it is

immediately assumed to be a return to the place of origin.
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4.9. Life events

For all participants, certain life events, such as having a child, play an important role in their
decision to return. One participant indicates that she would like her children to grow up in
Fryslan. Having a child also brings back memories of her own childhood, prompting her to
question whether the place where she lives is a good environment for a child to grow up in. In
addition, certain health issues affecting family members have also been a factor in wanting to
be close to family.

These findings suggest that when someone experiences a life-changing event, they
long to return to a place of familiarity and acceptance where there are people who are

important to them and who can support them.

4.10. Return
The findings show that even after making the decision to return and actually having returned,
the entire return process is experienced as a struggle by participants. Their previous life still
holds a pull, and it does not yet feel like a completely closed chapter. It is something young
adults are still grappling with in their minds. This struggle does not detract from the fact that
most participants feel they made the right choice in returning but are still searching for their
“home.” It is plausible that even when young adults have a certain connection to a place and
choose to return, they do not immediately feel at home. It is a process of making a home again
and finding one’s place anew.

The findings also show that the vast majority experience challenges in making new
social contacts after returning to Fryslan. For some, this feels like a disadvantage compared to
the people who already live here. One participant (R) states: “At the same time, it sometimes
feels like we re at a disadvantage compared to people who 've lived here for years: they
already have their network. We still have to build ours.”

In addition, one participant notes that peers in Fryslan often have a different lifestyle
and have families and children, for example, which makes it harder to connect. One
participant (R) states: “In the Randstad, there'’s a somewhat larger group of people in their
thirties who are still single and entrepreneurial. Here in Frysldn, couples start having
children earlier. In that respect, I'm at a different stage of life.”

It is plausible that returning home does not necessarily mean immediately
reestablishing social structures. The absence of young adults may have led them to build their

social lives in their previous place of residence, meaning they must reconnect with their

37



community upon their return. For many young adults, this is a challenge, and emotionally
they experience a dual identity: they belong in Fryslan, but also in their previous place of
residence. Additionally, one explanation is that after returning, there are many things to
organize, such as a new home, job, etc. Certain matters from their previous job and place of
residence need to be tied up, so the focus is primarily on practical arrangements rather than
establishing new social connections.

Another possible explanation is that, over time, once the returnee has sorted out the
practical hassles, the people in their social circle make certain assumptions, such as “but
you’re from here, aren’t you?”” You know where that is, right? You know how things work
here, don’t you? You’re one of us, aren’t you?” Meanwhile, many things have changed in
their absence, and the returnee must rediscover their place. The impact of leaving and

returning is often not recognized by those left behind.

4.11. Volunteer work and social initiatives
It is striking that several returnees become actively involved in volunteer work and local
initiatives after their return. In contrast to their previous places of residence, where activities
were more often organized by paid staff, they experience a culture in Fryslan where
community spirit and volunteerism are central.

Participant (R): “I’'m on the neighborhood panel now. It feels like: now we 're really
going to settle down here.”

Participant (R): “The photo of me as a candidate on the sandwich board for the
municipal elections. This is volunteer work. In that, I also notice that I feel more connected
here because I am much more motivated here to do volunteer work.”

One possible interpretation is that this commitment is an expression of a renewed
connection to the region, whereby returnees want to actively contribute to the community of
which they once again feel a part. At the same time, this involvement can also be seen as a
way to build social networks after returning, as several participants indicate that they need to
rebuild their social circle.

In addition, previous experience outside of Fryslan also appears to play a role in the
appreciation of volunteer work. Due to the contrast with other living environments, where
such forms of engagement were less common, these practices may take on greater
significance.

Participant (R): “In Rotterdam I noticed that many initiatives are carried out by paid

staff. Volunteer work was much harder to organize. Community groups had a hard time
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getting off the ground, the groups were diverse, and they often struggled to work together on
projects.”

Participant (R): “In the football-canteen there were no volunteers at all, only paid
staff. In Fryslan, that's all volunteer work. Those are really typical things that I value very
much in community life in Fryslan. You really do it together. Precisely because you feel
connected to that community, you also want to commit yourself to it as a volunteer.”

This finding suggests that connectedness is not merely a feeling, but is also actively

shaped by participation and engagement.

4.12. A change in how you view a place
The findings show that all participants currently view their surroundings differently than they
did a few years ago. What emerges, for example, is that a participant who previously really
wanted to leave Fryslan and move away now can’t even imagine wanting to leave. It also
turns out that other people from outside the community can bring about certain insights. One
participant, for example, explains that new friends in the area have shown them how their own
environment has changed. You often assume you already know everything there is to know,
but then someone else can show you what you just missed or simply didn’t notice. This
suggests that everyone views a particular environment through their own lens, and that if
you’re open to others’ perspectives, you’ll see what else is out there.

What primarily emerges from the findings is that appreciation for the tranquility,
nature, and landscape has increased significantly compared to the past. Returnees indicate that
their time away from Fryslan has actually sparked a renewed appreciation. By having been
away for a while, you appreciate it more. It is plausible that time brings about a change in
perception and appreciation for everyone, but that this is especially amplified when you have
been away.

This may suggest that when something is taken for granted, such as nature or peace
and space, you notice it less; in contrast, when you do not have these elements around you,
you appreciate them all the more when they return. At the same time, this also happens again
with the place they left behind. One participant noted that she no longer enjoyed living in the
Randstad at all and actually avoided going into the city center, whereas now that she lives
back in Fryslan, she does appreciate going there occasionally. One explanation could be that if

you don’t have it around you every day, you actually appreciate it more.
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Figure 9: Picture of the beach with a view over the water.

Photograph taken by participant (used with permission).

4.13. Comparisons
It is very striking that all participants compare things a great deal. In the sense of here versus
there, where here is Fryslan and there is the place outside Fryslan, and the participants mainly
refer to the Randstad. What stands out most is that the lifestyle in Fryslan is perceived and
experienced very differently compared to the lifestyle in the Randstad. Mainly that in the
Randstad, as a person, you’re constantly “on” and experience a lot of stimuli, while in Fryslan
everything feels calmer. There is more peace and space in Fryslan, and the landscape and
nature in Fryslan are also seen as a positive asset. The sweeping views, the silence, and access
to nature nearby are frequently mentioned. Safety is also a factor, in the sense that you feel
safe walking home on the streets at night.

What is striking is that participants also mention that social cohesion and interactions
between people in Fryslan are very different from those in the Randstad. In Fryslan, people
take the time for a chat, you are greeted on the street, whereas in other places people often
lead more individualistic lives. In Fryslan, participants say, it is more collective and it is easier
to build a social network. Affordability of housing, among other things, is also mentioned.

The findings suggest that Fryslan often scores more positively on basic/fundamental
aspects such as affordable housing, access to nature, social structures, and safety. Both
returnees and stayers view this in the same way. This may suggest that young adults measure
their satisfaction with where they live by comparing it to other places. Another possible
explanation could be that an emotional bond with a place already exists and that young adults

use arguments to substantiate this bond.
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4.14. Aspects that young adults miss in Fryslan
The findings show that after returning to Fryslan, young adults miss certain aspects of their
previous place of residence. By far the most frequently mentioned are economic
opportunities, such as a career or a specific job, and opportunities for development. One

2

participant (R) mentioned: “The economic opportunities here are perhaps a bit more limited.
[...] “In terms of career advancement, the playing field there was simply much broader.”

Also mentioned is a certain atmosphere and vibrancy in the Randstad; young adults
also miss the diversity of restaurants and cultural amenities, such as art galleries, major
museums, and public transportation like the tram and metro, after returning. One possible
explanation may be that a certain mode of transportation, such as the tram or metro, was part
of life in their previous place of residence and is now absent from their daily lives after
returning. This is an adjustment in habits and can evoke a sense of loss.

Those who stayed also indicated that they miss certain aspects; in contrast, these are
often aspects they would like to experience rather than aspects they had and no longer have.
This can therefore be experienced differently. For example, those who stayed noted that
certain trends or fads do not reach Fryslan very quickly and that you then have to wait a very
long time before they become available in Fryslan. It is plausible that missing something you
previously experienced, especially as part of your daily life, is a different experience than

missing something you would like to have that is available elsewhere but not in your

immediate surroundings.

4.15. Lifestyle
The findings show that all participants link their sense of connection and belonging to aspects
such as lifestyle, the way of life in Fryslan, such as taking things a bit easier and feeling safe.
Not always having to be “on,” and the fact that not everything is open 24/7, is frequently
mentioned in this context. Participants indicate that when everything is constantly on, you no
longer have the opportunity to have a warm and caring community. Safety also provides a
certain sense of peace in this regard. One participant states: Participant (S): “Safety is very
important to me when choosing a place to live. I don t want to constantly think: have I locked
and secured everything properly? Can I walk here safely? Otherwise, you 're always

’

somewhat ‘on’.’
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Another point mentioned is the safety of being able to walk alone on the street at night. The
findings also show that participants view having the space and opportunity for certain
hobbies, such as hiking, cycling, sailing, and running in nature, as very positive. The air feels
much cleaner in Fryslan, and there are no busy streets. It is plausible that a certain lifestyle
contributes to the sense of connection you have with a place. It can be suggested that when a

place can meet your needs and allow you to pursue certain hobbies you enjoy, you feel more

connected to that place.
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Figure 10, 11 & 12: Pictures of time tables and opening times.

Photographs taken by participant (used with permission).

4.16. Nature and Landscape
The findings show that the landscape and nature are hugely influential for all participants in

their sense of connection to a place. In particular, the beautiful landscapes, the open space,

42



and the easily accessible nature areas are frequently cited reasons. One participant (S) states:
“Those lovely natural areas that are easy to reach. It is very quiet,; you can hear birds

singing. Especially the sense of space you have here.”

Figure 13 & 14: Pictures of the nature in Fryslan.

Photograph taken by participant (used with permission).

The fact that it is clean and free of air pollution is also highly valued. Water and expansive
views are frequently mentioned elements among participants describing their sense of
belonging to Fryslan. It is plausible that certain landscape elements strengthen the bond with a
particular place. Since several participants primarily mention water, expansive views, and
space as elements, one could suggest that this is a collective image of Fryslan and that people
feel at home here. Previous findings also show that memories of specific places featuring

nature also play a role in the bond young adults have with a place.
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5. Discussion
This study explored how sense of place and sense of belonging influence young adults’
decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan. The findings show that these decisions are strongly
shaped by emotional attachment, social relationships, memories, language, and experiences of
community. Although practical considerations such as employment opportunities and housing
also play a role, they generally appeared secondary to emotional and social attachments. At
the same time, the findings reveal tensions between emotional attachment and structural
realities, illustrating that experiences of staying and returning are often dynamic and

ambivalent.

5.1. Emotional attachment and decision-making
The findings show that emotional attachment plays a central role in decisions to stay in or
return to Fryslan. Participants consistently referred to family, childhood memories, familiarity,
social cohesion, and feelings of home when explaining their connection to the region.
Although rational considerations such as affordable housing and employment opportunities
were mentioned, these factors usually seemed to be interpreted through emotional attachment
to place rather than functioning as independent motivations.

This aligns with previous research showing that migration decisions are not purely
rational-economic decisions but are also strongly connected to emotional bonds with place
and community. Carrasco-Cruz and Cruz-Souza (2025) similarly found that young returnees
to rural areas in Spain often prioritized family relationships, emotional well-being, and
attachment to the countryside over economic advantages elsewhere.

The findings also correspond with Tuan’s (1990) argument that attachment to place
develops through lived experience, memories, and emotional meaning. Participants rarely
described Fryslan in purely functional terms. Instead, they referred to calmness, familiarity,
recognition, safety, and a feeling of belonging. This suggests that place attachment is not only
about what a place materially offers, but also about the meanings people assign to it.

At the same time, emotional and structural factors cannot be fully separated.
Participants were aware of the limitations of Fryslan, including fewer specialized jobs, less
public transport, and fewer urban amenities. However, many participants still consciously

chose Fryslan because emotional attachment outweighed these structural disadvantages.
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5.2. Childhood memories and place attachment
A striking finding was the important role of childhood memories in participants’ sense of
connection to Fryslan. Participants frequently linked feelings of belonging to memories rooted
in specific landscapes, outdoor experiences, villages, and social relationships. Photographs of
football fields, canals, seawalls, childhood streets, and parental homes frequently functioned
as emotionally meaningful places connected to memories of growing up in Fryslan.

These findings align with previous research suggesting that place attachment is often
shaped through formative childhood experiences and emotionally meaningful interactions
with familiar environments (Chawla, 1992). Proshansky, Fabian, and Kaminoft (1983)
similarly argue that attachment to place often develops through positive experiences
associated with childhood environments and long-term familiarity with place.

Several participants referred to outdoor childhood activities such as skating, cycling,
sailing, or spending time in nature. Riley (1992) argues that repeated experiences within
familiar landscapes may become deeply embedded in personal memory and emotional
identity over time. These findings therefore suggest that the relationship between people and
place is not only cognitive, but also embodied and emotional.

Importantly, the findings also indicate that attachment to place is relational.
Participants often connected places to family members, neighbours, or childhood friends
rather than to the physical environment alone. This reflects Altman & Low’s (1992) argument
that attachment to place is often inseparable from social relationships and shared experiences
connected to those places.

At the same time, the findings suggest that place attachment is not limited to
childhood alone. Several participants, including returnees, described developing emotional
attachment to new homes and neighborhoods after returning to Fryslan. This supports
Proshansky et al. (1983), who argue that place attachment can continue to develop throughout

different stages of life.

5.3. Social cohesion, Mienskip, and belonging
Social cohesion emerged as one of the strongest themes in the findings. Participants
frequently referred to concepts such as Mienskip, greeting one another, helping neighbours,
and “looking out for each other.” These forms of everyday interaction contributed strongly to

feelings of safety, familiarity, home and being part of a community.
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These findings correspond with Ronnlund (2020), who found that young people in rural areas
strongly value social connections and belonging within local communities. Similar patterns
emerged in this study, where participants often described Fryslan as a place where people
recognize one another, greet each other, and maintain stronger forms of social involvement
than in larger urban areas.

Interestingly, several returnees only fully recognized the importance of these social
structures after living elsewhere. Participants described experiences of anonymity in urban
areas, difficulties building stable social relationships, and limited contact with neighbours due
to high residential turnover. These comparisons appeared to strengthen appreciation for the
social cohesion associated with Fryslan. This aligns with Tuan’s (1990) argument that
attachment to home often becomes more visible through contrast with “elsewhere.”

Stayers also strongly appreciated social cohesion, although their understanding of life
outside Fryslan was often based more on assumptions or shared ideas than on direct personal
experiences elsewhere. Participants frequently referred to the idea that “people still look out
for one another here,” implicitly contrasting Fryslan with more individualistic urban
environments.

At the same time, the findings reveal ambivalence. Although most participants viewed
social cohesion positively, some participants also experienced close-knit communities as
restrictive or socially controlling. Several participants expressed a desire for anonymity or
personal freedom at certain moments in their lives. This reflects Ronnlund’s (2020) findings
that rural places can simultaneously function as sources of comfort and limitation.

The findings additionally suggest that belonging is actively produced through
participation and social engagement. Several returnees became involved in volunteer work,
local initiatives, or community activities after returning to Fryslan. This may indicate that
belonging is not only experienced emotionally, but also reinforced through active
participation within social networks and local communities.

One possible interpretation is that returnees may already be characterized by relatively
active and mobile life trajectories. Return migration involves actively leaving, building a life
elsewhere, and eventually navigating the process of returning, including finding employment,
housing, and rebuilding social networks. Their involvement in social and volunteer activities
after returning may therefore partly reflect these more active forms of engagement with place

and community.
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5.4. Staying as a conscious choice
The findings show that participants who stay in Fryslan generally do not experience staying as
a passive or accidental outcome. Instead, they appear to make a conscious and meaningful
choice to remain, strongly connected to feelings of home, familiarity, family ties, safety, and
quality of life. This aligns with research arguing that staying should not automatically be
understood as passivity or a lack of ambition, but can also reflect an active and meaningful
attachment to place. Ronnlund (2020) similarly found that many young people in rural areas
consciously choose to remain because of social relationships, familiarity, and quality of life.
In this sense, staying may represent a deliberate decision rooted in feelings of belonging and

emotional attachment rather than immobility caused by constraint.

5.5. Language, identity, and emotional recognition
The Frisian language emerged as an important element in participants’ sense of belonging and
connection to Fryslan. Participants frequently described Frisian not simply as a
communication tool, but as something emotionally meaningful that connected them to people,
identity, and community.

These findings align with Gorter and Ytsma (1988), who argue that Frisian speakers
often experience emotional attachment to the language and strongly associate it with regional
identity and belonging. Several participants described Frisian as a language in which they
could express themselves more naturally or authentically. Speaking Frisian often appeared to
create feelings of recognition, familiarity, and mutual understanding.

The findings may additionally suggest that speaking a shared minority language
contributes to feelings of being understood and emotionally recognized within a community.
In this sense, language appears to function not only communicatively, but also socially and
emotionally.

This was particularly visible among returnees. Several participants described
developing a renewed interest in Frisian after returning to Fryslan, for example through
learning the language, using it more frequently, or wanting to pass it on to future children.
This suggests that language can also function as a way of reconnecting with place and identity
after return migration.

At the same time, the findings show variation in how participants related to the Frisian

language. Not all participants considered Frisian equally important for their sense of
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belonging. This suggests that regional identity and attachment are experienced differently

depending on upbringing, social environment, and personal experiences.

5.6. Returning ‘home’ as an ongoing process
The findings suggest that return migration is not a simple process of “coming home,” but
rather an ongoing emotional and reflective process. Returnees often described leaving Fryslan
as part of a life phase focused on study, work opportunities, exploration, or personal
development. However, experiences elsewhere frequently changed how participants viewed
Fryslan.

This aligns with Tuan’s (1990) argument that the meaning of home often becomes
clearer through distance and comparison. Returnees repeatedly contrasted Fryslan with urban
areas such as the Randstad, particularly regarding social cohesion, calmness, nature, and
quality of life.

The findings also correspond with Carrasco-Cruz and Cruz-Souza (2025), who found
that experiences outside rural areas often strengthen appreciation for rural life and local
belonging. Similarly, most returnees in this study indicated that they valued Fryslan more
strongly after having lived elsewhere.

At the same time, return migration was not always experienced as easy or fully
complete. Some participants described feeling emotionally connected to multiple places at the
same time. Others expressed that certain aspects of urban life, such as anonymity, career
opportunities, or cultural amenities, could remain attractive after returning. This suggests that
return migration may involve layered and dynamic forms of belonging rather than a simple
restoration of a previous sense of home.

Although Reitsma et al. (2025) emphasise the importance of improving jobs and
amenities to stimulate return migration, the findings of this study suggest that return migration
also involves a more complex emotional process related to identity, belonging, and attachment
to multiple places. Practical improvements may therefore not fully address the emotional

dimensions involved in returning ‘home’.
5.7.  Structural opportunities and rural limitations

Although emotional attachment strongly shaped decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan,

participants also recognized important structural limitations. Employment opportunities,
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career development, cultural amenities, and transport infrastructure were often perceived as
more limited compared to highly urbanized regions.

These findings align with previous research showing that young people in rural areas
often experience tensions between emotional attachment and structural opportunities
elsewhere (Ronnlund, 2020; Pates, 2023). Several participants described feeling almost
“forced” to leave Fryslan temporarily because certain educational or professional
opportunities were not locally available.

Overall, the findings suggest that decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan emerge
through a continuous interaction between emotional attachment, social relationships,
memories, identity, and structural realities. Sense of place and sense of belonging therefore

appear to be dynamic and evolving processes rather than fixed conditions.

5.8. Answering the Research Question
This study set out to explore how sense of place and sense of belonging influence young
adults’ decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan. The findings show that both concepts play a
significant role in shaping these decisions. Rather than being purely based on rational-
economic considerations such as employment opportunities or housing, decisions to stay in or
return to Fryslan were strongly connected to feelings of home, emotional attachment, social
relationships, memories, familiarity, and experiences of community.

Regarding the first sub-question, the findings show that young adults experience sense
of place and sense of belonging in Fryslan through a combination of social, emotional,
cultural, and physical factors. Participants frequently referred to social cohesion, family ties,
childhood memories, nature, landscape, safety, and the Frisian language as important aspects
contributing to their connection to Fryslan. Experiences of Mienskip, such as greeting
neighbours, helping one another, and feeling recognized within the community, were
frequently described as central elements of belonging. In addition, meaningful places
connected to childhood and everyday life appeared to play an important role in participants’
emotional attachment to the region.

Regarding the second sub-question, clear differences emerged between stayers and
returnees. Stayers generally experienced belonging through continuity, familiarity, and long-
term embeddedness in everyday life. Their sense of place often appeared stable and taken for
granted. In contrast, returnees frequently experienced belonging in a more reflective and
dynamic way. Experiences outside Fryslan, particularly in urban areas, often strengthened

their appreciation for social cohesion, calmness, nature, and familiarity after comparison with
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life elsewhere. At the same time, return migration was not experienced as a simple process of
“coming home,” but rather as an ongoing emotional process involving identity, attachment,
and negotiation between multiple places and lifestyles.

Overall, the findings suggest that sense of place and sense of belonging are dynamic
and deeply emotional processes that strongly influence both staying and return migration

decisions among young adults in Fryslan.

6. Conclusion

This study explored how sense of place and sense of belonging influence young adults’
decisions to stay in or return to Fryslan. The findings show that these decisions are strongly
shaped by emotional attachment, social relationships, memories, familiarity, language, and
experiences of community. Rather than being purely based on rational-economic
considerations, staying and returning appeared closely connected to feelings of home,
identity, and belonging.

The findings demonstrate that young adults experience sense of place and sense of
belonging through a combination of social, emotional, cultural, and physical aspects of
Fryslan. Participants frequently referred to social cohesion, family ties, nature, calmness,
childhood memories, meaningful landscapes, and the Frisian language as important elements
contributing to their attachment to the region. Experiences of Mienskip and recognition within
the community were particularly important in shaping feelings of belonging.

Differences also emerged between stayers and returnees. Stayers generally experience
belonging through continuity, familiarity, and long-term embeddedness in everyday life. Their
decision to remain in Fryslan appeared to be a conscious and meaningful choice rather than a
passive outcome. Returnees, in contrast, often experienced belonging in a more reflective and
dynamic way. Experiences outside Fryslan frequently strengthened appreciation for social
cohesion, calmness, and familiarity after comparison with life elsewhere.

Importantly, the findings suggest that return migration should not be understood as a
simple process of “coming home,” but rather as an ongoing emotional and relational process.
Several participants described feeling connected to multiple places at once, demonstrating that
belonging can remain dynamic and layered over time.

Overall, this study highlights the importance of emotional and social dimensions in

understanding staying and return migration among young adults in Fryslan. Sense of place
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and sense of belonging appear to play a central role in shaping how individuals relate to place,

community, and identity throughout different stages of their lives.

6.1. Contributions and Practical Implications
This study contributes to existing literature on rural youth mobility, return migration, and
place attachment by offering a qualitative and emotionally grounded perspective on staying
and returning in Fryslan. In particular, the findings contribute to existing research by showing
that return migration should not be understood as a single decision or a simple return “home,”
but rather as an ongoing emotional and relational process. Several returnees described
continued attachments to both Fryslan and previous living environments, suggesting that
belonging can simultaneously exist across multiple places.

The findings additionally contribute to existing discussions on social cohesion and
rural belonging. While Mienskip and social cohesion were generally described positively, the
findings also reveal more ambivalent aspects of close-knit communities. Social cohesion was
experienced simultaneously as comforting, supportive, and socially meaningful, while at
times also being experienced as restrictive or limiting.

Furthermore, this study contributes to research on minority languages and regional
identity by highlighting the emotional and social role of the Frisian language in experiences of
belonging. The findings suggest that language may function not only as a form of
communication, but also as a way of feeling recognized, understood, and emotionally
connected to others and to place.

Another contribution concerns the role of childhood memories and meaningful
landscapes in place attachment. Participants frequently connected belonging to emotionally
meaningful memories associated with nature, villages, outdoor activities, and family
environments. This highlights the importance of lived experience and memory in shaping
emotional attachment to place.

The findings may also have practical relevance for policymakers and regional
organizations concerned with rural livability, youth retention, and return migration. Existing
policy discussions often focus strongly on improving facilities, jobs, and housing
opportunities in order to attract or retain young people. While these factors remain important,
the findings of this study suggest that emotional, social, and relational dimensions of return
migration should also be recognized more explicitly.

Return migration appears to involve identity-related and emotional challenges that are

not automatically resolved through practical improvements alone. Future initiatives aimed at
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supporting returnees could therefore pay more attention to social integration, emotional
support, and community building. For example, creating opportunities for returnees to
connect with others who share similar experiences may help individuals navigate the

emotional aspects of returning to Fryslan.

6.2. Limitations and Further Research
Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings of this study. First, the
study involved a relatively small number of participants. Although this is common within
qualitative research, a larger and more diverse sample may have provided additional
perspectives and experiences. Secondly, this study focused specifically on stayers and
returnees in Fryslan. Young adults who permanently left Fryslan and did not return were not
included, as this was outside the scope of the research. Future research could therefore
specifically explore how permanent leavers experience sense of place, belonging, and possible
forms of place aversion. Additionally, the study primarily captured participants’ experiences at
one particular moment in time. Feelings of belonging and attachment may change over time
and throughout different life stages. Longitudinal research following participants over a
longer period may therefore offer valuable insights into how staying, leaving, and returning
develop over time.

Future research could also further examine the emotional complexity of return
migration, including experiences of “re-leavers” who return to Fryslan but later leave again.
In addition, more research into the role of minority language, identity, and community
participation in experiences of belonging may contribute to a deeper understanding of rural
attachment and migration processes. Finally, further research could explore the role of
negative childhood experiences or place aversion in migration decisions. The findings of this
study mainly reflected positive memories and emotional attachments to Fryslan. Exploring
how negative experiences shape migration trajectories may provide additional insights into

why some individuals choose not to return.
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Appendix 1

Call for participants post on LinkedIn

Deelnemers voor een onderzoek gezocht
Voor mijn masterstudie Culturele Geografie aan Campus Fryslan - University of Groningen
doe ik onderzoek naar "sense of place" en "sense of belonging" onder jongvolwassenen in de

provincie Fryslan.

Deze studie onderzoekt hoe deze gevoelens van "sense of place" en "sense of belonging"

meespelen in de keuze om te blijven, terug te keren of je te vestigen in Fryslan.

Onderzoeksmethode

Voor dit onderzoek wordt gebruikgemaakt van de visuele onderzoeksmethode
photo-elicitation. Deelnemers maken 5-8 foto’s die hun eigen ervaringen van “sense of place”
en “sense of belonging” weerspiegelen. Vervolgens plannen we een 1-op-1 gesprek waarin we

de foto’s bespreken en ingaan op de betekenis die deze beelden voor jou hebben.

Waarom dit onderzoek?
Uit verschillende studies blijkt dat sense of place en sense of belonging bij rurale jongeren
sterk samenhangen met de intentie om te blijven of terug te keren; in meerdere onderzoeken

blijkt deze samenhang zelfs sterker dan economische factoren.

Het ervaringstraject van terugkeerders verschilt duidelijk van dat van jongeren die altijd zijn
gebleven; dit contrast helpt beter te begrijpen hoe en waarom de binding met Fryslan
verandert over de tijd.

Belonging ontstaat op meerdere lagen; via relaties, gemeenschap en bredere maatschappelijke

contexten. Migratiegeschiedenis beinvloedt daarom waar en wanneer iemand zich thuis voelt.

Wie zoek ik?

Dit onderzoek richt zich op twee groepen jongvolwassenen (circa 18-35 jaar):
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1. Stayers
Je bent in Fryslan geboren/opgegroeid en altijd in Fryslan gebleven.

2. Returnees

Je bent in Fryslan geboren/opgegroeid en hebt enige jaren (richtlijn ongeveer vijf jaar) buiten

Fryslan gewoond, (in Nederland of het buitenland) en bent inmiddels teruggekeerd.

Privacy en anonimiteit

Privacy en anonimiteit worden in dit onderzoek zeer serieus genomen.

Alle foto’s, gesprekken en onderzoeksgegevens worden vertrouwelijk behandeld en
uitsluitend gebruikt voor dit onderzoek. Ik licht graag persoonlijk toe hoe gegevensopslag,
anonimiteit en beveiliging in dit onderzoek zijn georganiseerd en beantwoord graag vragen

hierover.
Meedoen of meer weten?
Wil je deelnemen en behoor je tot één van deze groepen, stuur me dan een e-mail via

j-prosje@student.rug.nl of een bericht via LinkedIn.

Heb je eerst nog vragen? Neem gerust contact op. Ik vertel je graag meer!
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Appendix 2

Information sheet and consent form

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET (ENG)

Study title: Sense of Place and Sense of Belonging among Young Adults in Fryslan: A
Photo-Elicitation Study

Researcher: Jolanda Prosje, Master’s student, Rijksuniversiteit Groningen — Campus Fryslan
Email: j.prosje@student.rug.nl

Supervisor: M.L. (Meghan) Muldoon, Rijksuniversiteit Groningen — Campus Fryslan

Email supervisor: m.l.muldoon@rug.nl

1) What this study is about
This study explores what sense of place and sense of belonging mean in the everyday lives of
young adults in Fryslan, and how these feelings relate to choosing to stay or return. Around 12

participants will take part.

2) What participation involves
You will make 5—8 photos about what “sense of place” and “sense of belonging” in Fryslan
mean to you. Then we will have a one-to-one interview (60—75 minutes) where we will

discuss the photo’s and what they mean to you.
3) Voluntary participation
Taking part is voluntary. You may skip questions and withdraw at any time, without giving a

reason.

4) Risks and benefits

Minimal risk. Some reflections may feel personal. You may pause or stop at any time.
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5) Privacy and data protection
Your identity will not appear in outputs. All data will be treated confidentially and will be
securely stored for five years on the Y-drive of the University of Groningen, in compliance

with GDPR regulations.

6) Image ethics and online thesis
Your photos are used for the interview and analysis. The University of Groningen publishes
Master’s theses online. If [ want to include any of your photos in the online thesis, I will ask
for your separate permission. Without this, photos will not appear online; written descriptions
will be used instead. Photos will be stored separately from your name and linked only through

a participant ID.

7) Language
The interviews will be conducted in Dutch, as both the interviewer and the participants speak
Dutch. The consent form is also provided in Dutch. However, the interview data will be

analysed and the final results will be written and presented in English for academic purposes.

8) Questions
For questions about the study, contact the researcher at j.prosje@student.rug.nl. For concerns

about your rights as a participant, contact ethics-cf@rug.nl.

INFORMED CONSENT FORM (ENG)

Study title: Sense of Place and Sense of Belonging among Young Adults in Fryslan: A
Photo-Elicitation Study

Participant ID (assigned by researcher): (No name required)

Please read and tick box if yes is applicable:

O] I have read the Participant Information Sheet and could ask questions.
[] I understand participation is voluntary; I may refuse any question.

01 I understand I can withdraw at any time, without giving a reason.

[1 I agree to create 5—8 photos and join a recorded interview.

O] I understand my data will be stored securely.
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[0 Anonymized quotes may be used in the thesis.

L1 I will not submit photos of identifiable people without permission.

Please tick ONE of the following:

[1 I give permission for my photos to appear in the online thesis.

[ I do NOT give permission for my photos to appear online; written descriptions will

be used.

Consent:
By marking the box below, I confirm that I have been informed about the study and

voluntarily agree to participate.
L] Yes, I agree to participate in the study.

L1 No, I do not agree to participate in the study.

Participant signature: Date: / /

To be filled out by the Researcher:

01 I have fully informed the participant about the research and answered any
remaining questions.

[1 I agree that this person may participate in the research.

Researcher signature: Date: / /
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Appendix 3

Interview question guide

Warm-up
1. “How was it for you to take these photos?”
2. “What went through your mind when deciding what to photograph?”
3. “Was there anything that surprised you during the process of taking the photos or

thinking about the topic?”

Purpose: Photo-elicitation literature suggests that these questions help participants feel at ease

and activate their reflective process (Glaw et al., 2017; Harper, 2002).

Photo discussion: participant-led

Options per photo:
4. “Would you like to start with a photo that is important to you?”
5. “Can you tell me what we see here, and especially what this photo means to you?”
6. “Why did you choose to capture this specifically?”
7. “What memories, feelings, or experiences are connected to this place or moment?”’
8. “What does this photo say about your relationship with Fryslan / this place / this
community?”
9. “Has this place or situation influenced how you think about ‘home’?”
10. “Is this a place where you feel comfortable? Why or why not?”

Purpose: These questions follow established principles for photo-elicitation interviews:

focusing on understanding, meaning, stories, and emotions (Briggs et al., 2014; Church &

Quilter, 2021).

In-depth: sense of place

For photos that clearly relate to places, landscapes, or everyday routines.

11.

“How would you describe your connection to this place?”
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12. “Is this place important to you because of its beauty, memories, daily use, or
something else?”
13. “How has your relationship with this place changed over time?”

14. “What makes this place typically ‘Fryslan’ for you, or not?”

Purpose: Based on Tuan, Erfani, and Beckley et al., who distinguish affective, symbolic, and

functional dimensions of place.

In-depth: sense of belonging

For photos where people, community, language, family, rituals, or interactions are central.
15. “What role do other people play for you in this photo?”
16. “In which moments do you feel part of a community?”
17. “Are there places or situations where you feel less connected?”’

18. “What values, practices, or experiences make you feel ‘at home’ here?”

Purpose: Based on literature on social cohesion, mienskip, language identity, and belonging as

relational (Bruhn & Gonzales; Ronnlund; Halink).

In-depth: staying, leaving, or returning

19. “In what ways do these places or relationships influence your ideas about staying or
leaving?”

20. “Are there experiences or places that pushed you towards leaving, or instead towards
returning or staying?”

21. “How has your time outside Fryslan (or thinking about it) changed your view of these
kinds of places?”

22. “Do you see differences in how you viewed these places in the past compared to how

you see them now?”

Purpose: Connects to the main research question and literature on ambivalent place

attachment and life-course triggers.

Time & change
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23. “Looking back, do you think your relationship with this place (or these places) has
changed over time?”

24. “How does your perspective on this photo/place now differ from five or ten years
ago?”’

25. “Have there been moments or periods in your life in which this place gained or lost
meaning?”

26. “What do you think makes you stay or return? Is that mainly emotional, or more

practical?”

Purpose: Connects to Tuan’s idea that place changes through experience and time, and to

dynamics described by Erfani.

Ambivalence / tension (core theme in your literature)
27. “Are there mixed feelings connected to this photo or place? How do you deal with
that?”
28. “Is this a place that both attracts and repels you? How does that work for you?”
29. “Are there examples of places that symbolize both ‘freedom’ and ‘limitation’ for
you?”
30. “Are there things you miss in this environment?”

31. “Are there aspects of this place that do not fit with who you are or what you need?”

Purpose: Builds on Ronnlund (2020) on ambivalence and Carrasco-Cruz on tensions between

options.

Identity (Frisian, local, regional)
32. “How do you see yourself reflected in this photo? Does this place say something about
who you are or your background?”
33. “Are there elements in this photo that feel typically ‘here’ or typically ‘Fryslan’ to
you? What makes that so?”
34. “What role do language, customs, or culture play in your feeling of home in this

place?”

Closing

35. “Is there anything you would like to add that we have not discussed?”
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36. “Are there photos we have not discussed much but that you would still like to say

something important about?”

Optional questions for deeper reflection
37. “What does this photo say about who you are in relation to this place?”
38. “How would you explain this photo to someone who knows nothing about Fryslan?”

39. “What feelings are underlying this photo that you have not yet expressed?”
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Appendix 4

Coding Framework Interview 1

Number | Fragment

Code

Memo (as a tool)

Description of the picture by the

participant

1. “Each time there was a different

aspect attached to it”

e Sense of place

e Sense of belonging

® Young adults in rural and
peripheral areas

o Frisian identity and

language

Multicoded since the participant states that

the reason for staying is not stand alone.

2. “I have a long-term connection with

the area, the region, and the village.”

e Sense of place

Connection to the surroundings and the area.
A long-standing relationship with the area. In
this explanation, it is place-based rather than

socially based.

whole life.”

3. “The photos show all three fagades of
the houses I have lived in. The village
is important to me. I find it a pleasant

village to live in. I have lived here my

o Sense of place
® Young adults in rural and

peripheral areas

She has lived there her whole life; she is
deeply rooted in the community. The village
is important to her. The three houses
symbolize her life. She has lived in this area

and this village her whole life.

It is a photo showing the facades of
three houses the participant lived in

during her life in the same village.

house, but really means home. It is

me, and I think that all the places

4. “For me, it does not represent just a

also a part of my life that I carry with

where you live influence you. I find it

o Sense of place
® Young adults in rural and

peripheral areas

Homes, stages of life. More than just a house,

it is a home. I grew up in this village.

It is a photo showing the facades of
three houses the participant lived in

during her life in the same village.
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special that all the houses I have lived
in are in the same village. These

photos are the most important to me.”

“...my roots are here and that I like
holding on to that. Connection with
family, with my parents, and with the

place.”

o Sense of place

o Sense of belonging

A connection to the place and to family.

It is a photo showing the facades of
three houses the participant lived in

during her life in the same village.

“...I think a lot about age and life
stages when I see the picture” ...
“That symbolizes different life phases

for me.”

o Sense of place

It’s about the houses, the place, and different

stages of life.

It is a photo showing the facades of
three houses the participant lived in

during her life in the same village.

“...the Frisian language was always
spoken at home. At primary school I

also always spoke Frisian.”

o Frisian identity and

language

The language spoken at home and in

elementary school

It is a photo showing the facades of
three houses the participant lived in

during her life in the same village.

“This represents how the people in the
village are for me. You do not even
have to know each other well, but you
are still open to one another and
connected. People always greet each
other and wave. People help each
other. We put each other’s garbage
bins out and bring them back in after
they have been emptied. People leave
their house key in the door. People are
also very proud of where they come

from. Many people in the village grew

o Sense of belonging
e Young adults in rural and

peripheral areas

It’s a sign of community spirit, and it’s also
part of Frisian culture in the sense that these
are things we do here. And you see this much

more in rural areas as well.

The photo is a composite of three
images and shows trash bins by the
road, a key in a front door, and a
sticker you can put on your mailbox

that references the village.
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up here and do not want to leave. It is
simply a very close-knit community.
People have this (participant points to

a sticker) on their mailbox.

“I really like that in the village, that
people look out for each other. For
example, the neighbours of my
grandmother contact me if they have
not seen her for a while. People really
care about one another and think of

each other.”

o Sense of belonging

Social cohesion.

Helping one another

10.

“People are willing to help each other,
but they are not always close friends
or people you fully know. It is not the
case that I have a very close bond with
everyone. It is simply pleasant to live
in a village where people are
hospitable and open, but these are not
all people who match my personality.
It is more a general way of interacting

rather than personal attachment.”

o Sense of belonging

Not necessarily personal friendships with
everyone, but rather social order and
etiquette. A sense of connection as the norm,
not emotional intimacy. It adds nuance to the

idea of a close-knit community

11.

“I find this a pleasant place to live,
also because my father and mother are
here, and I find it very difficult to
move away from them. I notice that I

miss my parents very quickly”

e Sense of belonging

Family, family ties

On the picture we see old postcards

and family photos.
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12.

“Where my family is, that is home for
me, and they are in Fryslan. In that
way, Fryslan is my home, because all

the people I love live here.”

o Sense of place
e Sense of belonging
o Frisian identity and

language

People feel a connection to the place. Love

for the family.

13. “But even if my parents were to move | e Sense of place So maybe I'll stay in Fryslan after all, even
outside Fryslan, I do not know ¢ Young adults in rural and though family would moving away.
whether I would move as well. I peripheral areas
would still find it very pleasant to live
here. I would stay.”

14. “When I had just started studying, I e Sens of place Change over time. A different stage of life.
really wanted to move to the big city. I | e Sense of belonging My sense of place used to be negative, but
truly hated the village where I now e Young adults in rural and | nOW it’s very positive. So it can change over
live back then. I did not like anything peripheral areas time.
about it, and I did not like the people.

I imagined the big city as vibrant.
Now I cannot imagine moving to the
city anymore. | have really found my
place here. I love how quiet it is and
that people are there for one another
and look out for each other.”
15. I find it very beautiful to see how we, | e Frisian identity and The next photo shows the Frisian flag,

as a small province, still manage to
present ourselves strongly. I find the
Frisian language beautiful, and people
display the Frisian flag. That feels like
a part of identity that I value and

language
® Young adults in rural and
peripheral areas

o Sense of place

a walking path in nature and a bicycle.
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cherish, something you truly do not

find everywhere.

16.

“You can go in all directions by
bicycle, and you can cycle through
very beautiful landscapes in the area
where I live. I think it also brings a
sense of calm. Many people cycle for
leisure. To me, this symbolizes a calm

pace of life.”

e Sense of place

Cycling, enjoying nature and the scenery. It
brings a sense of peace. All of this is tied to a

specific place.

17.

“A beautiful green area that is not
particularly well known, but still very
beautiful and accessible for walking.
Those lovely natural areas that are
easy to reach. It is very quiet; you can
hear birds singing. Especially the

sense of space you have here.”

o Sense of place

All elements are location-specific

18.

“I am a very modest person myself. |
do not need to be in the foreground. I
do not need to have the loudest or last
word. I think that also comes from
how I was raised: just act normal, take
it easy, everything will be fine. Do not
worry too much about difficult

things.”

e Sense of belonging

It’s about personality, about values. About
how you relate to others. What social aspects
make someone feel at home. What kind of

community suits her. So it’s about people.
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19.

“In our village, there is a train
connection to Leeuwarden and
Groningen, but it only runs twice an
hour and until midnight. In the
Randstad, public transport runs day
and night. There, you are never ‘off’;
you are always ‘on’. I love that here
people say: we are closing now, we
are going to do our own thing, we
spend time with our family. We are
unavailable for a while. On Sundays,
shops are allowed to open, but some
entrepreneurs choose not to do so. Not
everything always has to be open. Just
take it a bit slower. This symbolizes
the calm rhythm of life we have in
Fryslan, and I see that as a major
advantage. It gives me a sense of
calm, as I do not always have to be
‘on’ and busy with everything. There
is also a lot of understanding here for
entrepreneurs who say: I will not open
my shop on Sunday because I want to
spend time with my family. Instead of

reasoning from our individual needs,

o Sense of place

e Sense of belonging

That’s how we do things here, that’s what
gives this place its sense of place. And that’s
how we interact with one another here. Sense

of belonging.

The photo shows a bus stop, a train
station, and a sign with shop opening

hours.
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we often consider the perspective of

others.”

20.

“I experience that not everything is
open 24/7 mainly as freedom instead
of a limitation. Not only freedom for
myself, but also freedom for others.
Entrepreneurs and employees have the
right to days off and moments of rest.
It also unconsciously gives me

permission to slow down.”

e Sense of place

o Sense of belonging

That’s how we do things here, and that’s how

we treat each other.

The photo shows a bus stop, a train
station, and a sign with shop opening

hours

21.

“I think that if everyone is constantly
‘on’, you can no longer have such a
warm and caring community. I believe
everyone should make time for
themselves and their family, and I find

it beautiful when people do that.”

o Sense of place

o Sense of belonging

That’s how we treat each other here.

The photo shows a bus stop, a train
station, and a sign with shop opening

hours

22.

“These are three photos of nature.
They were taken near the canal. I
often walk there with my dogs. You
really see Frisian nature there, the
reeds along the water, and especially
how clean it is. You can see for many
kilometers without pollution such as
smog or busy roads. There are wide
open views where not everything is

built up.”

o Sense of place

Nature says something about the place, not

about its identity or language.

The pictures show nature landscapes

in Fryslan.
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23.

“I appreciate that in Fryslan we
protect nature so that we can preserve

it and continue enjoying it.”

Sense of place

Sense of belonging

It’s about the place and how we, as people,

relate to it.

The pictures show nature landscapes

in Fryslan.

24.

“The canal has always been important
to me. In the past, [ used to cycle there
with my best friend, go boating on the

canal, or walk the dogs there.”

Sense of place

Memories of a place.

The pictures show nature landscapes

in Fryslan.

25.

“You see very typical natural elements
there that you really only find in
Fryslan. There are few places in the
world where you can admire the sky

as beautifully as you can here.”

Sense of place

The sense of place is connected to Fryslan.

The pictures show nature landscapes

in Fryslan.

26.

“it provides a strong sense of

familiarity.”

Sense of place

Experience through memories and

familiarity.

The pictures show nature landscapes

in Fryslan.

27.

“I also find it important that we
collectively take good care of it. We
actively commit ourselves to keeping

it clean.”

Sense of belonging

That's how we do things here.

28.

“There are not many places where you
have such clean and beautiful views,
where you can look far across the
fields. It is not built up, it is not
polluted. That gives it great value for

me in Fryslan.”

Sense of place

Description of the location.

29.

“The photo of the moon symbolizes

that in Fryslan you can safely walk

e Sense of place

Veilige gemeenschap, je kunt je fiets gewoon

los laten staan, deze wordt niet gestolen.

In the photo, we see the moon in the

dark, a bicycle with the key still in the
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outside at night. That is not the case
everywhere. The photo of the
unlocked bicycle also symbolizes a
safe community. Bicycles will not be
stolen in our village. Safety is a very
important aspect for me. I could never
live somewhere that does not feel
safe. I consider Fryslan a very safe

place.”

e Sense of belonging

lock, and text from a recent campaign
on women’s safety that reads: “We

reclaim the night.”

30.

“I still often look over my shoulder. I
think that happens automatically. I
have never experienced anything
myself, but still, when I hear a sound,
I check what it is. I listen to footsteps
to determine whether it is a man or a
woman. That happens automatically in
my mind. I think that also has to do
with hearing more and more in the
news about women being frequent
victims. You never know, so I remain

alert.”

o Sense of place (negative)
e Sense of belonging

(negative)

It says something about the place, but also

about the people.

In the photo, we see the moon in the
dark, a bicycle with the key still in the
lock, and text from a recent campaign
on women'’s safety that reads: “We

reclaim the night.”

31.

“For example, in the Randstad there
are many more people and you walk
much closer to one another. Here, in
the village where I live, I often notice

that when a man approaches me, he

o Sense of place

e Sense of belonging

It says something about the place. Here
versus there. And about how people interact
with one another. And social life in the

Randstad.

In the photo, we see the moon in the
dark, a bicycle with the key still in the
lock, and text from a recent campaign

on women’s safety that reads: “We

reclaim the night.”
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senses that I feel uncomfortable and
deliberately crosses to the other side
of the street to give me a sense of
safety. That does not happen in the
Randstad. So I feel more at ease here
than outside Fryslan. Also because
people greet each other. That feels
more pleasant than people walking
straight past you without

acknowledging you.”

32.

“Safety is very important to me when
choosing a place to live. I do not want
to constantly think: have I locked and
secured everything properly? Can |
walk here safely? Otherwise, you are
always somewhat ‘on’. What I
appreciate so much about Fryslan is
that I can let go and that it is not
immediately a problem if you forget
something. Trust in other people plays

a major role in that.”

o Sense of place
o Sense of belonging
® Young adults in rural and

peripheral areas

The place offers a sense of security and

peace, as does the way people interact with

one another. It says something about what the

participant considers important when

choosing a place to live.

In the photo, we see the moon in the
dark, a bicycle with the key still in the
lock, and text from a recent campaign
on women'’s safety that reads: “We

reclaim the night.”

33.

“Trends and hypes often take a long
time to reach Fryslan. In the Randstad,
for example, something can become
available within three days after

appearing online. For instance,

o Sense of place (negative)
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reformer pilates was already a major
trend a long time ago, and I would
really like to do that as well, but it
simply takes a long time before such

things become available in Fryslan.”

34.

“I would say the pictures I made
represent a sense of uniqueness: the
way we interact with one another, how
we treat nature, and how we deal with
the area where we live, with respect
and with space for one another. I think
this is something you do not find in
many places, and that is what every

photo represents to me.”

o Sense of belonging

Interacting with one another and with the

space.

35.

“Being Frisian means to me that we
are stubborn in a positive way; we do
things together. We do things
ourselves and collectively. We are
connected to one another, and we also
want to do many things ourselves so
that we can make things happen

quickly.”

o Frisian identity and

language

It’s about what being Frisian means to the

participant.
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