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A B S T R A C T   

This article introduces the special issue ‘Rural hinterland development in sparsely populated areas (SPAs): new 
challenges and opportunities arising from urbanisation within the periphery’. It problematises the relationships be-
tween growing cities and hinterland areas in SPAs, such as those commonly found in Arctic, Outback and similar 
remote resource peripheries of developed countries. Many SPAs are rapidly urbanising, with polarised devel-
opment becoming an ever-increasing concern for regional planners and policy-makers. This special issue con-
tributes to debates about the impact that urban growth and city-centric development strategies in SPAs might 
have on the development prospects for small and distant settlements in the hinterland. We first discuss why SPAs 
are different from other rural contexts when it comes to urban-rural interactions and introduce the idea of 
regional disconnectedness as a defining feature of SPAs. We then review the papers in this collection, which 
include perspectives from northern Sweden, Iceland, Finland, Scotland, Alaska, and Australia, and position them 
according to their contributions to theory, policy and practice. The special issue challenges assumptions that city- 
centric regional development in SPAs will automatically generate spillover or backwash effects for the hinter-
land. It emphasises the need to consider diverse mobility flows within SPAs as part of urban-rural interactions. It 
also raises attention to micro-scale urbanisation within the hinterland, with housing, services, and amenities 
increasingly concentrating in a few small towns. The final discussion outlines important areas for research into 
more effective urban-rural partnership building in SPAs and on how to embrace regional disconnectedness for 
more targeted hinterland development.   

1. Introduction 

This collection of six papers focuses on the relationships between ‘the 
city’ and ‘the hinterland’ in remote and sparsely populated areas (SPAs) 
of high-income countries, specifically questioning the impact of urban 
centres on development prospects for the hinterland. The collection 
emerged from a series of debates over a number of years about the po-
tential for cities in SPAs to serve as engines for regional development in 
the hinterland. The SPAs considered in this collection are specifically 
‘northern’, including the northern fringes of Sweden, Iceland, Finland, 
Scotland, Alaska, and Australia. What these countries have in common is 
that they are highly polarised between a more densely populated 
metropolitan core (mostly located in the South) and relatively distant 
and underdeveloped SPAs (mostly, but not exclusively, located in the 

North). These SPAs have largely evolved around fragile natural resource 
economies, relatively unstable populations, and contain in many cases 
considerable Indigenous minorities. They are characterised by uneven 
regional development and truncated urban hierarchies dominated by 
one or two mid-sized cities, while the ‘remainder’ features numerous 
small settlements spread over very large geographic areas. 

Typically, and over short and long timeframes, the cities have grown 
faster than the hinterlands, often on the back of large-scale infrastruc-
ture projects, a focus on ‘new economies’ centred around service and 
knowledge industries, and extensive place marketing targeting external 
in-migrants and visitors (Müller et al., 2020; Carson and Carson, 2021; 
Hansen et al., 2013). Meanwhile, the hinterlands have struggled more 
with population loss, slow economic growth, and declining social ser-
vices, thus failing to capitalise on the opportunities presented by ‘boom 
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and bust’ cycles common in SPAs. What we have been debating is the 
extent to which the city and hinterland experiences are connected, such 
that the development patterns of the cities cause, or are caused by, the 
development patterns of the hinterlands. 

Whether growing cities are a blessing or a curse for their hinterlands 
is, of course, not a new debate in urban and rural studies (Rodrí-
guez-Pose, 2008; Veneri and Ruiz, 2016; Bosworth and Venhorst, 2018; 
Tervo, 2009; Partridge et al., 2007; Parr, 1999), but there has not yet 
been an examination of the issues involved specifically in the context of 
SPAs. Although largely dismissed during the 1970s, urban ‘growth 
centre’ or ‘growth pole’ strategies have experienced a remarkable 
revival in regional development policies in recent decades (Benedek 
et al., 2019), not least in the northern SPAs featuring in this collection. 
Northern development policy in several Arctic and Australian SPAs has 
had an increasing focus on cities as drivers of growth (Carson and Car-
son, 2021; Coates and Holroyd, 2021; Hansen et al., 2013; Huskey and 
Taylor, 2016; Eikeland et al., 2016). The expectation is usually that this 
urban focus can help reduce the negative development outcomes asso-
ciated with the ‘resource curse’ or ‘staples trap’, which has plagued so 
many remote resource peripheries (Barnes et al., 2001; Halseth et al., 
2014; Argent, 2013) through stimulating economic diversification and 
agglomeration of resources. Proponents of this ‘growth centre’ approach 
assume that ultimately the strengthening of the city economy will have 
‘spillover’ or ‘trickle down’ benefits for the hinterland (Westin, 2015; 
Eikeland et al., 2016). Others, however, fear for a growing urban-rural 
divide, resulting in negative ‘sponge’ or ‘backwash’ effects, which will 
further entrench relative disadvantage and limited growth opportunities 
in the hinterlands (Löfving et al., 2021). 

The papers in this collection do not ultimately resolve this debate, 
but they provide a deeper and multi-facetted examination of the in-
teractions and relationships between urban centres and hinterlands in 
SPAs. They also offer insights that contribute to the development of 
theories about SPAs as a unique geographic category within rural studies 
(Le Torneau, 2020), regional development policy for northern and other 
sparsely populated peripheries (Copus et al., 2022), and inform practice 
for those trying to address continuing development challenges such as 
recruitment and retention of skilled labour (Carson et al., 2022) and new 
opportunities for economic and demographic development in the hin-
terland (Eimermann et al., 2022; Howe and Huskey, 2022). This edito-
rial summarises why SPAs require a different perspective when it comes 
to examining the human and economic geographies of these regions, and 
positions the papers in this collection according to their contributions to 
the theory, policy and practice of regional development as it impacts on 
rural and remote hinterlands. 

2. Why are SPAs different? 

Perceptions that the most sparsely populated fringes of the Western 
world, such as those commonly found in Arctic, ‘Outback’ or similar 
remote and resource-dependent contexts, are different from rural spaces 
are not new and have been prominent in discussions around regional 
development in these extreme environments (Bylund, 1960; Hamelin, 
1978; Bone, 2003; Lonsdale and Holmes, 1981; Coates, 1994; Huskey, 
2005; Keskitalo, 2019). SPAs have historically been portrayed and 
constructed as a counter-balance to a more developed and civilised 
urban and metropolitan core – as vast and distant territories that are 
harsh and inhospitable frontier or wilderness areas, but also as exotic 
and almost mythical places that are home to ‘other’ (including Indige-
nous) cultures and lifestyles (Keskitalo, 2019; Le Tourneau, 2020). 
While they are generally seen as challenging environments for stable 
economic and population development, they are also perceived as places 
with enormous untapped opportunities, mostly in connection with their 
abundance of natural resources. Scholars have long recognised specific 
development constraints and opportunities as emerging from the unique 
geographies, extreme climate, historic settlement patterns, and delicate 
socio-economic systems found in SPAs. This has led to a number of 

attempts at developing theories and frameworks that emphasise the 
difference of remote SPAs when compared to other rural contexts, 
particularly those dominated by agriculture and located in proximity to 
larger metropolitan centres (Bylund, 1960; Lonsdale and Holmes, 1981; 
Huskey, 2005; Petrov, 2007; Carson et al., 2011; Taylor et al., 2016; 
Keskitalo, 2019; Le Tourneau, 2020). 

As recently summarised by Le Tourneau (2020), SPAs cannot simply 
be considered as extreme cases of rurality, located at the outer edge of a 
rural hinterland that is functionally, socially and culturally connected to 
an urban core. Essentially, SPAs are located ‘beyond the periphery’, as 
proposed by Carson and colleagues (Carson, 2011; Carson and Carson, 
2014; Taylor et al., 2016), where functional networks and conventional 
core-periphery interdependencies with distant urban centres either do 
not exist or are inherently fragile. Unlike in rural-agricultural areas, 
where settlements have historically spread out from urban centres to the 
hinterland in a continuous and contiguous way (Bylund, 1960; Smailes 
et al., 2019), settlements in SPAs have more commonly evolved as a 
result of opportunistic land use, leading to special-purpose settlements 
built around resource or ‘staples’ extraction (e.g. mining, forestry, 
pastoralism, energy) and other national interests, including defence, 
transport, nature conservation, and Indigenous livelihoods (Holmes, 
2010; Huskey, 2005; Bone, 2003; Barnes et al., 2001). This has led to a 
more erratic pattern of demographic and economic development, 
resulting in many diverse and dispersed population enclaves that are 
dependent on highly volatile connections to external investors and 
decision-makers located in different national or even international 
centres. Often ‘lumped together’ into large spatial regions for adminis-
tration purposes, they tend to be poorly connected when it comes to 
intra-regional interactions, such as migration exchanges, economic ac-
tivity, transport connections, and social or cultural ties. It is this idea of 
‘disconnectedness’ (Carson et al., 2021) that is at the heart of differen-
tiating SPAs from other rural (and particularly agricultural) areas that 
are more integrated as part of functional regions. 

Although commonly associated with images of wilderness and vast 
stretches of uninhabited or unproductive land, SPAs typically contain 
substantial urban hubs and regional population centres, making it 
difficult to measure and map them as spatial units (Le Tourneau, 2022). 
They tend to have very high urban primacy ratios and truncated urban 
hierarchies, where a few mid-sized cities are home to a large and 
growing proportion of the regional population (Lonsdale and Holmes, 
1981; Carson and Carson, 2021). The remaining population is scattered 
across small and dispersed settlements, and there are few intermediate 
cities to act as alternative service centres or as a demographic or eco-
nomic counter-balance to the main urban hubs (Bjarnason et al., 2021). 
The few cities are increasingly positioned as vibrant, young, modern, 
cosmopolitan, innovative, creative, cultural and post-industrial knowl-
edge centres (Nyseth, 2017; Lea, 2014; Müller et al., 2020), at times in 
an effort to distinguish the cities from nationally entrenched stereotypes 
of a rough, uncivilised or lagging environment (Eriksson, 2010). 
Meanwhile, the hinterland largely continues to be portrayed by out-
siders as a resource periphery and/or home to disadvantaged pop-
ulations, dependent on external investment and interventions with 
limited endogenous development potential. Such internal urban-rural 
divides are also apparent in the self-identities and lifestyles of people 
living in the hinterland as they often seek to distance themselves from 
their urban counterparts and emphasise notions of self-reliance and the 
ability to survive in isolation rather than depending on their cities (Le 
Tourneau, 2022). 

Cities in SPAs have often emerged through political rather than 
economic colonisation, being somewhat artificially ‘created’ by national 
governments aiming to exert control over Indigenous populations and 
establish centres for defence and government transactions (Westin, 
2015; Huskey and Taylor, 2016). This may partly explain the relatively 
weak core-periphery structures within SPAs when it comes to internal 
labour migration (Carson, 2011) and interdependent economic devel-
opment (Huskey, 2005). In many cases, the flows of goods and people 

D.A. Carson et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                               



Journal of Rural Studies 93 (2022) 104–111

106

into and out of the hinterlands bypass the regional capital or main 
administrative centre and instead favour alternative historical linkages, 
which may even be reflected in social networks and processes, such as 
mobility for leisure and tourism or support for particular sports teams 
and recreational associations (Lundmark and Åberg, 2019). 

Despite perceptions of hinterland areas as struggling with socio- 
economic decline, they are interspersed with isolated pockets of rapid 
(yet intermittent) growth, usually triggered by large projects in 
resource, energy or transport (and sometimes even tourism) sectors. 
These tend to be accompanied by large cohorts of temporary and mobile 
populations, including seasonal labour migrants and non-resident 
workforces, which are often sourced from outside the region (Tonts 
et al., 2016; Storey, 2018; Argent, 2013; Lundmark, 2006; Halseth, 
1999). The hinterlands, then, are internally diverse, with hotspots of 
development concentrated either close to the cities or ‘exotically’ distant 
from them. Meanwhile, the more ‘boring bits in between’ are often 
forgotten or left behind in regional development agendas and suffer 
from a chronic lack of political attention and investment (Koster and 
Carson, 2019; Coates et al., 2014). Also caught in between in many ways 
are Indigenous populations that are marginalised from meaningful 
employment in large-scale projects and experience threats from such 
activities to their traditional livelihoods and subsistence economies 
(Coombes et al., 2012; Koivurova et al., 2015; Keeling and Sandlos, 
2015). 

SPAs can, thus, be characterised by a range of extreme contrasts, 
dichotomies, and contradictions that underscore their internal hetero-
geneity and disconnectedness – they are at the same time very sparsely 
populated and highly urbanised; they contain ‘boomtown’ hotspots and 
shrinking or forgotten settlements; they have modern post-industrial 
centres focused on new economies and knowledge industries and 
traditional communities centred around resource industries or Indige-
nous livelihoods; they attract temporary and mobile working pop-
ulations in some places while others are characterised by sticky and 
immobile populations that are less likely (or able) to move; they need to 
reconcile a discourse of highly localised growth opportunities with 
concerns around persistent disadvantage of particular geographic loca-
tions or demographic groups. These contrasts appear to create an 
increasing divide between the ‘have and have nots’ in SPAs (Taylor 
et al., 2011) and are likely to reinforce a sense of disconnectedness be-
tween different settlements and population groups. While disconnect-
edness is most extreme between the cities and the hinterland, it may also 
be a feature of development within the hinterland, emerging through 
processes of ‘microurbanisation’, as will be discussed below. 

3. The (non)effectiveness of city-centric development policy 

Globally, cities are increasingly the focus of regional development 
strategies, but the value of such strategies in SPAs is questioned in this 
collection by Pugh and Dubois (2021) and Copus et al. (2022). The 
disconnectedness of places within SPAs challenges the common rhetoric 
and policy mantra that urban growth will automatically trickle down 
and benefit the hinterland. This is in line with previous observations in 
the literature (Henry et al., 1997; Van Leeuwen, 2015; Bosworth and 
Venhorst, 2018) that regional approaches to rural development are often 
not successful in areas where few functional urban-rural interactions 
exist. Copus et al. (2022) describe such city-region policy approaches as 
a ‘zombie idea’ that refuses to die despite a persistent lack of evidence 
for their success (Rodríguez-Pose, 2008). In fact, substantial existing 
research concludes that positive economic or human capital spillover 
from urban growth mainly benefits rural areas in close proximity to 
urban centres or in well-connected high-amenity environments, while in 
more distant rural areas spillover is often outweighed by negative 
backwash effects (Partridge et al., 2007, 2008; Veneri and Ruiz, 2016; 
Bosworth and Venhorst, 2018; Barkley et al., 1996). In SPAs, it may not 
only be physical distance which limits the potential for spillover, but the 
lack of economic, cultural, social and functional ties, and this is most 

likely exacerbated by the lack of infrastructure and service amenities 
that could stimulate more mobility exchanges with the hinterland. 

Copus et al. (2022) illustrate through case studies from Scotland and 
Finland how urban-centric city-region thinking developed in more 
densely populated contexts continues to be rolled out in development 
policies for sparsely populated contexts where it does not necessarily fit 
(Beel et al., 2020). Their paper provides a thorough review of the 
emergence and popularity of ‘city deal’ strategies as a tool for stimu-
lating both urban and regional development. A closer content analysis of 
such policies revealed that, apart from vague generic assumptions of 
urban-rural spillover, they in fact contained limited consideration of 
how exactly city deals are meant to affect rural areas in the hinterland. 
From our experience, city deals in some northern jurisdictions across 
Australia and Scandinavia have essentially provided a rationale for 
‘showy’ projects and infrastructure spending and a continuous consoli-
dation of public services in a few larger hubs. They have been linked to 
large-scale investments in, for example, transport infrastructure (such as 
international airports, railway or shipping terminals), university cam-
puses and innovation hubs, tourism precincts, signature cultural and 
leisure infrastructure (such as sports stadium, art centres, waterfront 
redevelopments), major public service facilities (such as hospitals and 
other pretentious buildings for government administration), or the 
hosting of large events. Such projects trigger rapid – albeit temporary – 
growth in urban construction activity, employment and in-migration, 
yet with limited evidence that such growth trickles down much 
beyond the immediate city surroundings or urban local government 
areas. More critically, perhaps, these investment-intensive city-deals 
may lead to a certain ‘addiction’ to big construction projects to maintain 
growth levels and avoid the negative effects associated with out-
migration of temporary workers, as recently observed in northern 
Australia (Carson and Carson, 2020). 

Pugh and Dubois (2021) take a more conceptual-theoretical 
approach to critiquing regional development research and policies in 
SPAs. They emphasise how internal polarisation and diversity, particu-
larly between highly modernised city environments and seemingly 
declining or ‘boom and bust’ resource peripheries, are difficult to 
reconcile in both regional studies and regional development strategies. 
Their discussion points out how urban economies in SPAs are typically 
approached in both academic and policy circles from 
opportunity-oriented perspectives (focusing on innovation, creativity, 
knowledge industries, etc), while the hinterland is commonly treated as 
the periphery (or a periphery within the periphery) laden with notions of 
disadvantage and decline (Eriksson, 2010). Such views perpetuate the 
focus on stereotyped problems and negative discourses in the hinter-
land, directing attention away from potentially more positive, albeit 
perhaps smaller and more localised, evolutionary development. Pugh 
and Dubois (2021) fundamentally question the value of fuzzy concepts 
of ‘periphery’ or ‘core-periphery’ thinking in evolutionary economic 
geography research concerning SPAs. They argue instead for the use of 
more precise spatial definitions, and research focusing on ‘positive pe-
ripheries’ where firms, individuals and local socio-economic systems 
manage to thrive despite or even because of their isolated location 
(Glückler et al., 2022; Dubois, 2016; Petrov, 2007; Brouder, 2012; 
Coates and Holroyd, 2021). To account more adequately for regional 
diversity, they also call for more attention to the role of class, gender, 
race and traditional minorities (including Indigenous) in peripheral 
innovation dynamics and economic development (also see Forsberg and 
Stenbacka, 2013; Udén, 2008), thus moving away from stereotypical 
conceptualisations of SPAs as homogenous resource peripheries. 

Pugh and Dubois (2021) situate their thinking in experiences in 
northern Sweden, where a series of recent ‘mega-projects’ relating to 
green industry transitions (for example, through the establishment of 
battery factories, green steel production, railway extensions, or wind 
parks) are widely considered as game changers for the North. These are 
expected to transform the North into a modern and progressive region 
able to attract large volumes of in-migrants and skilled labour in 
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knowledge industries (Coates and Holroyd, 2021). Both public and 
policy discourses surrounding these developments do not really question 
or reflect on the spatial concentration of these mega-projects, and how 
skills and populations will most likely be redistributed within the North 
as a result. While municipalities and communities in the immediate vi-
cinity of these mega-projects are preparing for increased in-migration 
and new demands for housing and other support infrastructure (Lund-
mark et al., 2022), it is less clear how the more distant rural inland areas 
will be affected, and how they can prepare themselves to (re)connect 
their local economies with the urban coast and investment hotspots. 

4. Urbanisation beyond ‘the city’ 

The papers by Bjarnason et al. (2021) and Eimermann et al. (2022) 
problematise the processes and outcomes of urbanisation beyond ‘the 
city’ in Iceland and Sweden respectively. Bjarnason and colleagues 
examine the role of Akueyri – the main urban centre in northern Iceland 
– in mediating population flows between SPAs and the capital city. They 
consider the extent to which Akureyri has benefited from both urbani-
sation and counterurbanisation migration flows, as it is often assumed to 
‘suck in’ in-migrants from SPAs looking to move up the urban hierarchy 
whilst also attracting counterurban migrants from the capital city 
seeking a more rural lifestyle but with access to essential urban services 
and amenities. Their findings indicate that, even though Akureyri has 
received net in-migration from more rural areas, it has registered only a 
similar net-migration loss towards the Reykjavík capital area. Growth in 
Akureyri has mostly occurred through natural increase and international 
migration rather than at the expense of the rural hinterland or spillover 
from Reykjavík. They argue that Akureyri does not seem to act as a 
‘stepping stone’ for out-migration from the North as observed for other 
northern cities (Howe et al., 2014; Rehák and Eriksson, 2020), but 
provides an alternative urban destination for rural out-migrants. Their 
research is a valuable contribution to rural studies, where smaller towns 
or ‘micropolitan’ centres are often overlooked as a distinct settlement 
category in both academic and policy circles (also see Smailes et al., 
2019). Their ambiguous reputation as neither quite rural nor quite 
urban means that they are a key example of ‘in-between’ places that are 
increasingly forgotten in regional development discussions biased to-
wards urban boomtowns on the one hand, and more disadvantaged 
remote areas on the other hand. 

Bjarnason et al. (2021) emphasise the need to consider the multitude 
of migration flows to, from and within non-metropolitan regions, 
including urban-bound, counterurban and rural lateral flows at different 
geographic scales. They introduce the concept of ‘microurbanisation’ as 
a lens to study small-scale urbanisation in non-metropolitan areas, 
suggesting that different flows of urbanisation and counterurbanisation 
intersect in these micropolitan centres as a result of unique combina-
tions of both rural and urban amenities appealing to different cohorts of 
people across the urban-rural spectrum. This idea is also picked up by 
Eimermann et al. (2022), who examine population redistribution within 
one of Sweden’s shrinking northern inland municipalities. Their paper 
similarly draws on Stockdale’s (2016) idea of ‘messy migration’ to look 
at how population redistribution at local or municipal level emerges 
from a complex mix of population flows along a broader migration 
spectrum, including people from different origins, socio-economic 
backgrounds, and lifecourse stages who may make multiple upward, 
downward and lateral (rural-to-rural) moves. The paper combines 
analysis of secondary population and migration data with local in-
terviews and community workshops, arguing for a better integration of 
quantitative and qualitative data to understand population change at 
settlement level in SPAs. Such approaches may uncover important 
spatial and temporal nuances of population flows that are commonly 
hidden from broader statistical analyses at regional level (Peters et al., 
2018). 

Eimermann et al. (2022) illustrate how the demographic and 
migration trajectories of central towns and rural villages within the 

same municipality can be disconnected, with limited exchange inter-
nally, and often different populations of migrants heading to (and away) 
from the villages compared to the municipal centres. Nevertheless, their 
qualitative insights show how selection of a village or a central town 
does not occur in a vacuum, with migrants trading off urban and rural 
amenities within the region when making their decisions. There is a 
particular role played by housing (Lundmark, 2020) which can direct 
migrants to non-preferred destinations due to its style and availability. 
The increasing focus on urban-style housing investment in municipal 
centres may, thus, be limiting the attractiveness of SPAs to those more 
interested in their natural and recreational amenities. 

Microurbanisation may offer a new lens to better understand the 
changing character of urban and rural settlements and their relation-
ships within SPAs, whilst also addressing questions about how such 
changes are experienced and influenced by different populations and 
community stakeholders. These include not least local politicians and 
planners for whom small-scale urbanisation (through concentration of 
services, housing and in-migration) is more desirable in the face of 
increasing financial pressures and the perceived difficulties in main-
taining services in declining villages with no real hope for recovery 
(Syssner, 2020; Kokorsch and Benediktsson, 2018). More research is 
needed to understand local government visions for the future of their 
non-central villages, and what is being done on local or regional plan-
ning levels to change or reinforce settlement hierarchies in SPAs, for 
example by seemingly arbitrarily prioritising certain settlements 
through placement of public services or prestige projects. 

5. Indigenous mobilities and city-hinterland divides 

Much of the research on migration and demographic development in 
SPAs focuses on migrants to and from external places (Eimermann, 
2017; Guimond and Desmeules, 2019; Maertens and Taylor, 2018). 
Meanwhile, the paper by Howe and Huskey (2022) in this collection 
emphasises the complexity of ongoing relationships between Indigenous 
people and urban and rural spaces. Indigenous mobility in SPAs is 
typically conceptualised as circular or transitory, with people ultimately 
motivated to ‘return home’ to their remote home communities (Prout 
and Howitt, 2009). In some cases, it is even viewed as problematic, with 
rural-to-urban moves (temporary or long-term) seen as a threat to pos-
itive urban development (Carson et al., 2013). Indigenous people, it 
seems, need not and should not pursue urban amenities – a miscon-
ception that has resulted in misdirected service and housing responses in 
both urban centres and remote communities (Kainz et al., 2012; Habibis, 
2011; Koch, 2021). 

Howe and Huskey (2022) provide some alternative views through 
application of an amenity lens to examining migration flows of Native 
Alaskans between regional centres and remote communities in Arctic 
Alaska. They examine the role of public goods and urban amenities (such 
as educational opportunities, health care, better housing, or modern 
water and sewer systems), along with better employment opportunities, 
in facilitating migration from remote communities, whilst also consid-
ering the importance of specific socio-cultural amenities and lifestyle 
values (such as subsistence opportunities, family networks, community 
cohesion, and perceived safety) in reducing rural out-migration. The 
results emphasise that Native Alaskans are attracted by improved 
housing, access to education, and economic opportunities, similarly to 
non-Indigenous migrants in other rural contexts. The study also iden-
tifies important place-based amenities and lifestyle values unique to 
remote Indigenous communities, mostly related to subsistence whaling, 
safe and dry communities, and cooperative community networks, which 
influence decisions to stay in or move to more remote communities, and 
these do not simply follow the classic stepwise pattern of migration from 
smaller to larger centres. Similar to the argument by Eimermann et al. 
(2022), then, the paper provides an interesting example of how to 
consider the mix of urban and rural amenities in shaping migration flows 
and population redistribution within SPAs. The study also offers 
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important insights for policy-makers and urban/rural planners respon-
sible for SPAs, calling attention to a long-neglected need for improved 
public goods and services, better quality housing, and community 
infrastructure to facilitate new in-migration and population retention in 
remote communities. 

The paper by Howe and Huskey (2022) is a reminder, much like the 
contribution by Pugh and Dubois (2021), that Indigenous people, 
communities and livelihoods remain a key feature of many SPAs, and as 
such should not be marginalised within the broader academic and policy 
discourse on urbanisation and regional development opportunities. At 
the same time, we need to be cautious about singling out Indigenous 
perspectives without considering the broader demographic, economic 
and socio-cultural diversity that exists in SPAs. While across Alaska, 
northern Canada and northern Australia, there exist discrete Indigenous 
spaces and communities that may be identifiable and analysed as such, 
experiences from northern Europe are vastly different, particularly as 
the Sámi people comprise a much smaller and dispersed minority, are 
often invisible from official data records, and are also less confined in 
space and as discrete settlements (Axelsson and Mienna, 2020). We also 
need to be careful that we do not automatically limit Indigenous 
development perspectives to hinterland areas, which has typically been 
the case in research on Indigenous migration, Indigenous tourism, or 
Indigenous relationships with resource industries. In fact, most Indige-
nous people in SPAs live in the cities and larger urban areas (Taylor, 
2013), and their views, knowledge and cultural expressions are 
becoming increasingly prominent as part of urban development and 
place marketing strategies (Hudson et al., 2019; Müller et al., 2020). 

6. The city as mediator of hinterland development and skill 
supply 

The final paper in this collection by Carson et al. (2022) ties many of 
these themes together through examination of city-hinterland relation-
ships and the ‘spillover, sponge or disconnected’ model in professional 
labour migration. More specifically, the paper focuses on the role of 
‘regionalisation’ strategies in helping the hinterland recruit health pro-
fessionals. The study examines migration patterns of health pro-
fessionals in northern Australia from a longitudinal perspective to 
identify whether efforts aimed at educating and training health workers 
in the North (Worley et al., 2019; Strasser et al., 2016) have had any 
noticeable impact on redistributing these skills to more sparsely popu-
lated areas. The study finds limited evidence of increased migration 
spillover from the northern cities into the hinterland, but also empha-
sises that the cities are not necessarily ‘spongeing’ labour from the 
hinterland either. This supports previous criticism of the ‘sponge city’ 
hypothesis (Argent et al., 2008; Alexander and Mercer, 2007) which has 
portrayed cities with their expanding education and public service sec-
tors as diverting resources and human capital away from the hinterland. 
In fact, intra-regional net-migration effects were relatively small, 
lending support to the idea of regional disconnectedness characterising 
professional labour migration systems in the North. Instead, the hin-
terland has had to fill skill shortages in the health workforce increasingly 
through international, rather than regional or even domestic, 
in-migration. This suggests that, at least in northern Australia, region-
alisation programs have done little to meet regional workforce needs, 
particularly in times of rapid increases in urban demand, a simultaneous 
decline in hinterland populations, and the increasing differences in 
living and working conditions between city and hinterland locations. 

In line with the analysis by Copus et al. (2022) and Pugh and Dubois 
(2021), this empirical research by Carson et al. (2022) suggests that 
city-centric development strategies are poorly suited to the contexts of 
SPAs. It addresses important questions about the extent to which the 
cities and the more sparsely populated hinterland compete for narrow 
pools of skilled workers. The policy argument has been that education 
and training programs aiming to train people from the North and for the 
North produce a more sticky workforce that is less likely to leave than 

externally recruited labour (Nord and Weller, 2002; Morrison, 2014; 
Bjarnason and Edvardsson, 2017; Rehák and Eriksson, 2020). However, 
little research has examined the redistribution of skilled and profes-
sional labour within SPAs. A study in northern Iceland (Bjarnason and 
Edvardsson, 2017) noted that graduates staying in the North are mostly 
concentrating in the main city rather than moving to rural areas. Simi-
larly, our own work in northern Australia suggests very limited 
urban-rural exchanges and spillover of university-qualified labour from 
the cities into the hinterland (Carson et al., 2021). Somewhat different 
experiences were noted in northern Sweden, with some small but 
important spillover effects across a range of sectors, but there is no clear 
explanation of why that may have occurred, and whether regional la-
bour migration systems are perhaps less disconnected than in other 
SPAs. 

7. Conclusion 

The papers in this collection have in various ways highlighted the 
extreme contrasts, development polarisation and urban-rural divides 
that exist within the most sparsely populated jurisdictions across 
northern Europe, northern Australia and North America. They have 
provided examples of how ideas of internal disconnectedness and di-
versity (Carson and Carson, 2014) are key to understanding the possi-
bilities of city-hinterland (or urban-rural) relationships in SPAs. With 
growth seemingly focused on urban centres, and even more so on one or 
perhaps two dominant regional cities, a continuous key question for 
policy-makers in these regions is how urban growth can be harnessed for 
development in hinterland areas that have traditionally shared few 
economic, socio-cultural and mobility relationships with those centres. 
This collection has sought to address this topic through a number of 
perspectives, including a mix of theoretical debates, policy analysis, 
empirical studies on urban-rural migration flows, and local-level case 
studies. Summing up, the special issue proposes several key learnings: 

First, it critiques urban growth-centre models and existing regional 
development policies as largely inappropriate for SPAs where functional 
city-regions are small, and where explicit strategies for urban-rural 
partnerships either do not exist (Copus et al., 2022; Pugh and Dubois, 
2021) or fail to generate desired outcomes in terms of regionalisation 
and redistribution of human capital (Carson et al., 2022). Secondly, it 
emphasises the need to better understand the diversity of migration 
flows of people and human capital within SPAs to uncover the extent of 
urban-rural ‘spillover, spongeing or disconnectedness’, along with con-
siderations of how these flows affect different settlement categories 
along the urban-rural spectrum (Bjarnason et al., 2021; Eimermann 
et al., 2022; Howe and Huskey, 2022; Carson et al., 2022). Thirdly, it 
raises attention to an increasing urbanising of the hinterland, also 
referred to as microurbanisation, as a result of ongoing service con-
centrations in smaller towns, along with provisions of housing, public 
goods and other recreational amenities. This process appears to generate 
different migration flows to local service centres and smaller village 
settlements (Eimermann et al., 2022; Bjarnason et al., 2021; Howe and 
Huskey, 2022), and may inadvertently replicate urban-rural divides and 
internal disconnectedness further down the urban hierarchy. 

There is still a great deal to learn about disconnectedness as a 
defining feature of human and economic geographies in SPAs, and the 
extent to which experiences of disconnectedness are shared across 
different SPAs, and in the context of different mobilities. The papers in 
this collection have emphasised that the common growth-centre rhet-
oric, and related spillover-sponge expectations, are largely inappro-
priate in SPAs, particularly when looking primarily at residential 
migration and commuter flows, which has dominated most of that 
literature in other city-hinterland contexts (Partridge et al., 2007, 2008; 
Veneri and Ruiz, 2016; Bosworth and Venhorst, 2018). With SPAs 
renowned for their highly mobile populations, there is perhaps an op-
portunity to broaden the mobility spectrum (Hall, 2005; Bell and Ward, 
2000) and harness more temporary mobilities for urban-rural 
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partnership building, for example through consideration of second home 
mobility, various forms of tourism (business, leisure, visiting friends and 
relatives), seasonal labour, and continuous transient lifestyles and 
multi-locale living. Such mobilities have often been excluded from dis-
cussions about urban-rural development relationships in SPAs – either 
because they are considered as undesirable, as in the case of 
rural-to-urban Indigenous mobility (Carson et al., 2013), or as not 
prestigious enough, as in the case of northern city residents being 
ignored as potential tourist markets for the hinterland (Müller et al., 
2020; Lundmark and Åberg, 2019). What might be needed is a shift 
away from overly negative stereotypes of cities as ‘sponges’ towards 
more positive and nuanced views of cities as both sending and receiving 
regions for multiple mobilities that could build or strengthen economic 
and socio-cultural interactions within SPAs. 

How such mobility patterns are changing in the wake of the Covid-19 
pandemic remains an important question for future research, along with 
considerations of how such changes affect urban-rural divides and 
processes of urbanisation, counterurbanisation and microurbanisation. 
While there has been much speculation about pandemic-driven ‘rural 
migration turnarounds’ and increasing second home mobility in other 
rural contexts (McManus, 2022; Seraphin and Dosquet, 2020), it is not at 
all clear how hinterland areas in SPAs will be affected in the medium to 
longer term. Apart from a few amenity-rich ‘zoom towns’ (Sodja, 2021), 
many hinterland areas may remain cut off from national counter-
urbanisation and telecommuting trends due to the broader lack of ser-
vices and more limited Internet and transport connectivity. Whether 
internal counterurban or rural amenity migration within SPAs is set to 
increase as a result of the pandemic is also unknown, particularly as the 
cities in SPAs have historically played a limited role in generating 
counterurbanisation. Many cities in Arctic or Outback regions are 
themselves quite ‘rural’ in the eyes of their residents and externally 
recruited labour, not least when it comes to opportunities for accessing 
nature and signature outdoor activities (Müller et al., 2020; Bjarnason 
et al., 2022). This may well stifle any emerging sentiments of urban 
escapism and a rural migration turnaround within SPAs. Also recent 
efforts to attract more regional tourist markets through ‘staycation’ 
deals during the pandemic may turn out to be little more than temporary 
gap fillers, particularly as many remote tourism industries are scram-
bling to reattract external (and international) markets. 

There is a pressing need for further research on whether and how 
regional disconnectedness can be overcome through more targeted 
urban-rural partnership building, and whether particular solutions 
identified in other city-hinterland contexts (Van Leeuwen, 2015; Kawka 
et al., 2012; Knieling et al., 2017; Hjalager, 2017) offer any potential in 
SPAs where traditional functional relationship structures have been 
weak or do not exit. This could include strategies aimed at harnessing 
the few growing cities as regional markets (as in the example of tourism 
above, but also for primary production and manufacturing), the stimu-
lation of increased urban-rural mobility exchanges through improved 
transport, technology and amenity provisions in the hinterland, as well 
as increased incentives for the production and exchange of knowledge 
and skills within SPAs. Alternatively, researchers and practitioners 
responsible for regional planning and development in SPAs need to face 
questions around how future hinterland development can be supported 
independently of urban growth dynamics in the cities, particularly if 
attempts at urban-rural partnership building continue to fail or under-
perform. As indicated by Pugh and Dubois (2021), regional discon-
nectedness may as well signify an opportunity for the hinterland if 
development policies promote more independent local innovation sys-
tems in the hinterland that can bypass city-centric institutions and rigid 
administrative frameworks whilst taking advantage of more flexible 
translocal networks for knowledge and capital transfer (Dubois, 2016). 
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