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ABSTRACT
Against the discourse according to which peripheral areas are places doomed to an inevitable fate 
of constant demographic decline, the aim of this paper is to contribute to the understanding of 
the local determinants fostering adaptability to prolonged challenges connected to a condition 
of peripherality. Exploiting the classification produced within the Italian National Strategy for 
Inner Areas, we investigate the determinants of positive demographic long- term growth paths 
of Italian peripheral municipalities using population variation as the dependent variable in a 
spatially deep lagged model relying on census data from 1971 to 2011. Our longitudinal study 
provides evidence on the positive effects of demographic and labour- skills related factors on 
population dynamics, that may prove to be crucial in supporting policymakers when formulating 
place- sensitive strategies to enhance the adaptive capability of places in the face of long- term 
slow- burning pressures.

Key words: adaptability; Italian inner areas; peripherality; slow- burns; population decline; 
multinomial logistic regression model

INTRODUCTION

One of the major dilemmas in Economic 
Geography is the identification of the determi-
nants of the success of some regions in expe-
riencing a sustainable growth path in the face 
of all sorts of shocks against the cases of terri-
tories remaining locked into a declining spiral 
(Hu & Hassink 2020).

From an evolutionary perspective, it then 
becomes of paramount importance to un-
derstand the ability of a territory to resist 
long- standing stresses and stressors (Urso  
et al. 2019), acquiring those capacities to cope 
with persistent negative downturns (Manca  
et al. 2017) or enduring long- term processes of 
natural, physical, human resources depletion 
known in literature as slow- burning processes 
(Pendall et al. 2010).

Despite a huge literature on the reaction 
to acute shocks, mostly through the analytical 
lenses of the notion of resilience, what seems 
to be hitherto under- investigated are the re-
sponsive behaviours of territories to other 
types of disturbances –  namely prolonged, 
chronic ones which might prove to be corro-
sive of regional or local adaptability –  and the 
underlying mechanisms and successful cop-
ing strategies to them (Boschma  2015; Gong 
& Hassink 2017; Hu & Hassink 2017). This is 
especially the case for most peripheral areas, 
challenged by demographic slow- burning pro-
cesses, where a given condition of peripherality 
might hinder their adaptability capacity (Pezzi 
& Urso 2017).

In many Western countries demographic 
transition is a long- standing phenomenon dat-
ing back to the end of the XVIII century when 
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the equilibrium between birth and death rates 
was broken. Particularly after WWII, an unstop-
pable urbanisation phenomenon of both indi-
viduals and economy (Storper & Scott  2016) 
has begun, mainly pushed by globalisation, mi-
grations and agglomeration policies promoting 
concentration of resources and fostering eco-
nomic and industrial growth in urban areas. As 
such, these fluxes have determined an uneven 
distribution of population, usually favouring 
urban centres to the detriment of the poorer 
and more peripheral territories, leaving them 
doomed to a chronic population decline and 
stagnation (Iammarino et al. 2018). In recent 
years, against a general context of population 
stagnation, a complex combination of natural 
and migration dynamics has enabled some re-
gions to successfully increase their population 
(Viesti 2021).

The choice of investigating the case of Italy 
proves to be an interesting research venue due 
to some peculiar features: a delayed industrial-
isation leading to a concentration in 50 years of 
typical phases of urban transitional dynamics, 
a heterogeneous, uneven economic and so-
cial development across the country (Bonifazi 
& Heins  2003), an out- migration phenom-
enon from mountain and rural areas along 
the Apennines and the Mezzogiorno regions 
–  but also from the North- East –  (INEA 1932- 
1938; Fornasin & Lorenzini  2019; Bonifazi et 
al. 2020) in search of more economically viable 
means of livelihood (Biagi et al. 2011), and, last 
but not least, the recent attention devoted to 
Inner areas by a National Strategy aiming at in-
verting depopulation trends.

Using census data collected by the Italian 
National Institute of Statistics (henceforth 
ISTAT), and exploiting the classification pro-
posed by the Italian National Strategy for Inner 
Areas, our study aims to advance knowledge on 
the possible factors explaining why some terri-
tories have successfully managed to cope with a 
given condition of peripherality, by examining 
their positive long- run adaptability against the 
backdrop of a generalised tendency to depopu-
lation (Dawley et al. 2010; Hu & Hassink 2020), 
modification of lifestyles and contraction of 
the demographic structure (Eurostat  2019; 
ISTAT 2021). To this end, our paper proposes 
a classification of territories according to de-
mographic trends and presents the results of a 

long- term analysis at municipal level of socio- 
economic changes having occurred in Italy 
over the period 1971– 2011, using population 
growth as a proxy for adaptability.

The paper is organised as follows. Section 1 
provides a brief description of the concept of 
adaptability. An overall appraisal of the histor-
ical background describing the demographic 
trends characterising Italy in the past 70 years 
is presented in Section 2, together with the 
defining rationale underlying the identifica-
tion of Inner areas as proposed by the Italian 
Government. Section 3 explains the method-
ology followed to investigate the behaviour of 
Inner areas in terms of demographic trends. 
Section 4 presents the results of the analysis 
and discusses them. Finally, Section 5 draws 
some conclusions and suggests possible future 
research avenues to lead a broader reflection 
also at policy level.

ON THE NOTION OF ADAPTABILITY

When considering the reaction of places to 
any disturbance, the immediate theoretical 
reference is to the notion of resilience. In 
spite of an ever- growing recognition of being 
a powerful analytical tool to investigate local 
development paths and responses to shocks 
(Gong et al.  2020), the concept of resilience 
has not been free of criticism, first and fore-
most the lack of definitory rigour due to a 
multitude of meanings and nuances granted 
in the name of ‘analogies’ to other fields 
(Martin & Sunley 2015). According to Dawley 
et al.  (2010), the concept mainly suffers from 
three types of issues: in terms of evolutionary 
perspective, geographical application and po-
litical implication. The first relates to the fact 
that resilience approaches are often embed-
ded in (either single or multiple) equilibrium- 
based frameworks. The second to the focus on 
recovery from acute one- time shocks mostly 
from a regional and metropolitan perspec-
tive. The latter to the fact that the resilience 
framework is not sufficiently able to take into 
account other geographies or contemporary 
territorial readings of space and the role of 
modern economies of power.

A new wave of studies has therefore 
started to emerge proposing the concept of 
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(progressive) adaptation and (permanent) 
adaptability (Walker & Cooper 2011) within 
an evolutionary approach to local develop-
ment growth paths. While the former ad-
dresses the issue in terms of changes within 
path dependent processes maintaining ex-
isting or the primary functions of a system, 
the latter accounts for an adaptive capabil-
ity of territories in developing new pathways 
building upon existing assets utilised for new 
purposes (Pike et al.  2010; Boschma  2015; 
Bristow & Healy 2015; Gong & Hassink 2017; 
Hu & Hassink  2017). In the words by Pike 
et al. (2010, p. 62): ‘adaptation is defined as 
a movement towards a pre- conceived path 
in the short run […]. Whereas adaptability 
is defined as the dynamic capacity to effect 
and unfold multiple evolutionary trajectories 
[…], that enhance the overall responsiveness 
of the system’.

Adaptability thus denotes an ongoing and 
transforming feature of a community, coun-
try or region that influences its propensity or 
ability to adapt (IPCC  2001) in line with its 
resources and assets (Adger & Vincent 2005), 
available at a certain time –  both as a conse-
quence of a past dependent evolution and 
of renewing influxes, in a specific set of so-
cial, contextual relations that may affect 
the vulnerability of a community (Bassett & 
Fogelman  2013). It is also interpreted as a 
proactive capacity to adjust to a disturbance 
or a moderate potential damage, thereby tak-
ing advantage of opportunities and coping 
with the consequences of a transformation 
(Gallopín  2006). In short, it can be meant 
as the ‘capacity of a system to maintain core 
performances despite shocks by adapting 
its structure, functions and organization’ 
(Martin & Sunley 2015, p. 4).

Empirical applications to endogenous dis-
turbances, hence to ‘slow- burn’ pressures that 
are both challenges and outcomes (Pendall et 
al. 2010), are rare and even more so are those 
focussing on the way in which territories react 
to and cope with long- run relative (or even ab-
solute) continuous and incremental decline or 
on how they adapt and why they adapt differ-
ently (Hassink 2010; Martin & Sunley 2015; Hu 
& Hassink 2020).

With the aim of attempting to fill this gap, 
our work sheds new light on the slow- burning 

pressure of depopulation and on the determi-
nants of the capacity of a place to contrast such 
chronic phenomenon and build its adaptive 
capacity.

POPULATION DECLINE IN ITALY AND 
THE NATIONAL STRATEGY FOR INNER 
AREAS

The depopulation of Italian Inner areas 
started in the late 30’s mainly due to the 
decline of agricultural economy and the 
loss of the essential elements of life in the 
mountains: male migration, livestock farm-
ing and forestry (INEA  1932- 1938; Fornasin 
& Lorenzini  2019), furtherly exacerbated 
during the 50’s and the 60’s by the rapid 
economic growth and the evolution of man-
ufacturing industries driving interregional 
migration from the Apennines and the 
Mezzogiorno regions –  but also from the 
North- East –  mainly to Lombardia, Piemonte 
and Lazio regions (Bonifazi et al. 2020).

From the 70’s, the shrinking of population 
size due to a decreasing fertility rate and an 
historical uneven non compensatory internal 
migration pattern (ISTAT 2020) sharpened 
the phenomenon of depopulation of non- 
core areas, moving from representing over 
a third of total population in 1951 down to 
just a fifth in 2011.1 While municipalities 
close to the main cities and infrastructures 
generally continued to relatively grow (+12 
million since 1951), small and medium- sized 
urban centres and rural areas have declined 
(−1 million) (Colucci  2019; SVIMEZ 2019), 
thus resulting in a rarefaction and deteriora-
tion in quality and quantity of public services 
(ISTAT 2019).

In 2012 the Italian Government launched 
the National Strategy for Inner Areas, a 
nation- wide support scheme aimed at tack-
ling the diffuse phenomenon of depop-
ulation and overcoming the urban– rural 
dichotomy under the assumption that the de-
terioration and unequitable provision of es-
sential services is a hindering factor for local 
development (UVAL  2014; Lucatelli  2016; 
Urso 2016).

Inner Areas were mapped according to a 
peripherality indicator measured in terms of 
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travel- time distance from the nearest service 
provision centre. This allowed the identifica-
tion of six classes: single ‘Urban Poles’, or an 
aggregation of service provision centre mu-
nicipalities ‘Intermunicipal Poles’ (hence-
forth ‘Centres’), ‘Outlying/Belt Areas’ (up 
to 20 min), ‘Intermediate Areas’ (between 20 
and 40 min), ‘Peripheral Areas’ (between 40 
and 75 min), ‘Ultra- peripheral Areas’ (beyond 
75 min). The last three classes are labelled as 
‘Inner areas’.2

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

Analysing the factors enabling a territory to 
resist long- term pressures, such as the general 
tendency to depopulation in the case of re-
mote areas, is a rather complex task.

Within the social sciences literature, the 
measurement and assessment of adaptive 
capacity of socio- ecological systems have 
followed different approaches (Whitney 
et al.  2017), more usually focussing on eco-
nomic factors (GDP, employment rate, etc.) 
and comparatively less on demographic 
features, which are rather used as explana-
tory variables (Ifejika Speranza et al.  2014; 
Whitney et al.  2017; Capdevila et al.  2020). 
Our work, building on the latter stream of 
studies, hence concentrating on popula-
tion dynamics in reaction to some kind of 
pressure (Belcher & Bates  1983; Chamlee- 
Wright  2010; Aldrich  2012; Xiao & Van 
Zandt 2012; Compagnucci & Morettini 2020; 
Fantechi et al. 2020), uses population growth 
as a proxy for the adaptive capacity of periph-
eral territories. Consistent with previous lit-
erature (Dubé & Polèse  2016) according to 
which population variation may not be suit-
able to evaluate reactions from sudden shocks 
as population inertia may hinder its explana-
tory power, we argue that it may instead be 
extremely revealing when considering pro-
longed disturbances to a system equilibrium.

In line with the empirical strategy adopted 
in previous works (Faggian et al. 2018), we fol-
lowed a two- step approach to guide our analy-
sis. To do so, we:

 1.  classified all municipalities according to 
their demographic trends over the entire 
observation period (1971– 2011);

 2.  run two sets of models at municipal level 
linking the structural characteristics of 
peripheral areas to the likelihood of be-
longing to one of the categories identi-
fied in point 1, using a Multinomial Logit 
Model (MNL). These are:

a an initial exploratory analysis of pop-
ulation variation in all municipalities 
over the entire period of observation  
(1971– 2011) accounting for different 
degrees of peripherality exploiting the 
SNAI classification;

b an analysis limited to Inner areas 
over the entire observation period  
(1971– 2011) and for two sub- periods 
(1971– 1991 and 1991– 2011) to in-
clude additional variables not avail-
able for previous periods.

Building on other studies on the dynamics 
of population growth in Italy (ISTAT  2017; 
Accetturo et al. 2019), we started by observing 
long- term demographic trends of Italian mu-
nicipalities using census data over the last five 
censuses3 (1971, 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011).

Instead of using population variation as a 
continuous variable we transformed it into 
a categorical variable to account for the in-
crease/decrease of demographic trends over 
time. We thus identified three categories of mu-
nicipalities that we named as ‘Vibrant’, whether 
they experienced a stable demographic growth 
pattern over the period considered, ‘Slow- 
burning’, whether they experienced a stable 
declining pattern and ‘Switching’, whether they 
experienced at least one diverging behaviour 
with respect to the previous census period.

In order to simultaneously consider the 
factors affecting the probability of belonging 
to one of the identified categories, we used a 
Multinomial Logit model (MNL) as follows (as 
in Train 2003):

where xnj is a vector of observed variables 
relating to alternative j with a set of associated 
coefficients β′.

As the adaptive capacity of a territory 
builds upon its resources and assets (Adger 
& Vincent 2005), following the suggestions of 

(1)Pni(k) =
e��Xni

∑

j e
��Xnj
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Dubé and Polèse (2016), our model employs a 
wide range of variables selected according to 
literature and their inter- relation to control for 
specific phenomena.

The variables chosen were then classified into 
four main ‘domains’ to account for the extent 
to which ‘the development trajectories of (semi)
peripheral regional economies must be appre-
hended from a historical perspective and con-
sidering […] sociocultural and socioeconomic 
assets and weaknesses’ (Moulaert 1996, p. 163).

These are4:

• Demography: population density; share of 
children and elders on total population; 
young and old age dependency ratios; 
share of foreign residents (Cheshire & 
Magrini  2006; Pirotte & Madre  2011; da 
Silva et al. 2017).

• Human Capital: share of illiterates, share of 
adult population and young people holding 
a secondary or tertiary degree; gender gap 
in secondary education; share of NEETs; 
professional competences (Duranton & 
Turner  2012; Faggian et al. 2017; Huang  
et al. 2002; Lutz & Qiang 2002; Martin et al. 
2016; Partridge et al. 2007).

• Economy: female employment and unem-
ployment rates; percentage of total em-
ployment in industry, agriculture and 
commercial sector; generational turnover 
and business density (Beeson et al.  2001; 
Jacobs- Crisioni & Koomen 2017);

• Living conditions: share of owner- occupied 
dwellings (Bijker & Haartsen  2012); share 
of under- occupied dwellings; share of 
municipality surface occupied by human 
settlement; degree of social and material 
vulnerability to account for neighbour-
hood environment and household living 
conditions.

Furthermore, time- invariant characteristics 
and regional fixed effects were included to ac-
count for location- specific amenities and other 
unobserved regional features. More precisely, 
we controlled for:

• Administrative level: Regions (NUTS2 level) 
to test whether regional behavioural and 
cultural difference play a role;

• Geo- morphological characteristics: in order to 
account for the role played by ‘first nature’ 

factors that might have determined the ini-
tial settlement choices (Chi & Ventura 2011; 
Knapp & Gravest  1989), we controlled for 
the municipal altimetric level or closeness 
to the sea;

• Natural and economic heritage: in order to 
account for the role played by natural ame-
nities (Gosnell & Abrams 2009) and by the 
belonging to an industrial district (1991 
classification),5 we controlled whether the 
municipality falls within a protected area 
site (e.g. national or regional parks or natu-
ral reserves), it is classified as a tourist desti-
nation, or it is part of an industrial district.

Finally, embracing the definition of adaptiv-
ity as both an inherited feature as well as a dy-
namic process as suggested by Reghezza- Zitt et 
al. (2012), we also adopted a temporal perspec-
tive: exploring the qualities possessed by the sys-
tem per se (a- chronic) and their evolution and 
significance over time (diachronic). Therefore, 
in order to account for both continuum prop-
erties as well as short- medium term dynamics 
influencing the adaptive capacity at a certain 
time, besides a full period analysis (1971– 2011), 
we run the model over two sub- periods (1971– 
1991 and 1991– 2011). Furthermore, exploiting 
the new information provided for in the last 
three censuses (from 1991), we introduced an 
additional step of analysis for the latter period 
(1991– 2011). This also allowed us to investigate 
the effects of two phenomena which might have 
a role in explaining depopulation trends in 
Inner areas: intra and inter- regional migration 
towards core areas, with reference to the period 
1971– 1991, and the impact of the 1990– 1991 
‘smorgasbord recession’ (Krugman, 2018 as 
cited in Love & Freebairn 2022), as well as the in-
creased importance of growing international mi-
gration (ISTAT 2011) for the period 1991– 2011.

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS

In the academic literature, the notions of ‘pe-
ripheral’ or ‘marginal’ are still controversial. 
They are concepts which are both time and 
space dependent, often defined in terms of 
features and characteristics that are not pres-
ent or as the opposite of a main focus or, again, 
in terms of their relationship with a centre 
(Ferrão & Lopes 2004; Danson & Souza 2012).
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Aiming to provide an objective reference 
of peripherality and a homogenous unit of 
analysis, as well as to control for the attraction 
power of urban poles and account for similar 
outcomes of depopulation phenomena poten-
tially replicable to other contexts, we chose to 
exploit the classification proposed by SNAI.

Figure 1 below shows the distribution of the 
three categories (‘Vibrant’, ‘Slow- burning’ and 
‘Switching’), as identified above, over the na-
tional territory, with a special focus on Inner 
areas.

In spite of a scattered distribution of 
the three categories throughout the coun-
try (Figure  1), the majority of slow- burning 
municipalities are concentrated along the 
Apennines ridge (from where the origin of the 
term ‘Inner’ used in the national strategy).

More in details, the slow- burning phenom-
enon involves around a quarter of the overall 
number of municipalities (approximately 85% 
of those classified as Inner areas and 15% of 
Centres). Conversely, vibrant municipalities ac-
count overall for approximately a third of the 
total, out of which almost three quarters are 
Centres.

Regionally- wise, as expected, the major-
ity of slow- burning territories are located in 
Central- Southern regions (Table  1), mainly 

along the Apennines, with Abruzzo, Molise 
and Basilicata showing the highest percent-
ages (46.2%, 58.1% and 55.8%, respectively). 
The remaining regions in the Centre- South 
of the country are more in line with Northern 
ones, against a total mean of 22%. Except for 
Valle d’Aosta (5.4%) and Trentino- Alto Adige 
(7.9%) –  two of the smallest regions –  and 
Lombardia (9.9%) –  one of the best perform-
ing regions in terms of economic growth (the 
‘Italian engine’) –  which show rates below 
10%, the phenomenon under investigation is 
more or less distributed all over the national 
territory, discarding in some way the common 
pattern of the North– South dualism.

If we consider only Inner areas, among the 
regions showing over 40% of slow- burning mu-
nicipalities out of them, we find Piemonte and 
Friuli- Venezia Giulia in the North, Toscana and 
Marche in the Centre, and Abruzzo, Molise, 
Basilicata, Calabria, Sicilia and Sardegna in 
the South and the islands. Although substan-
tial parts of Inner areas suffering from long- 
run depopulation are found also in Northern 
and Central Italy, this slow- moving challenge 
has particularly put Southern ones under pres-
sure, where out- migration –  mainly due to lack 
of prospects –  coupled with a general trend of 
ageing population, has sharpened the issues.

Figure 1. Distribution of demographic trend behaviours (left: all Italian territory; right: only Inner areas). Source: 
Authors’ own elaboration on ISTAT data.
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Looking at what we defined as vibrant ter-
ritories, our category of interest since we in-
terpret them as places thriving despite a given 
condition of peripherality, we see that ‘vi-
brancy’ is quite heterogeneous in Northern re-
gions –  ranging from Piemonte, with only 6.6% 
of always growing municipalities classified as 
Inner areas, or Friuli- Venezia Giulia with 8.1%, 
to the North- East, with Trentino- Alto Adige 
and Veneto respectively with 35.1% and 34.2% 
–  and in Southern ones –  with the minimum 
rate of peripheral municipalities constantly 
increasing their population shown by Molise 
(3.7%) and Basilicata (4.8%), to the more posi-
tive performances of Puglia (16.3%) and Sicilia 
(12.3%). Central Italy instead displays more 
similar patterns in this respect, presenting it-
self as a homogenous macro- region due to the 
common presence of Apennines as a unifying 
factor, except for Lazio which has a percentage 
of always growing Inner areas (31.5%), mainly 
located in the belt area of Rome, closer to the 
ones of Norther best performing regions.

The distribution of what we have called 
‘vibrancy’ of peripheral areas is somehow 
scattered and does not show a homogenous, 
identifiable pattern construable through the 
traditional lenses of urbanisation dynamics.

The geography of the phenomenon per se, 
also partly due to the polycentric nature of the 
Italian urban structure, is not particularly in-
formative of its underlying determinants and 
hence calls for further investigation.

Therefore, in order to assess the role played 
by specific socio- economic conditions in foster-
ing adaptability in the face of the slow- moving 
challenge under scrutiny, we run an initial ex-
ploratory analysis to check for the robustness 
of the regressors and for the presence of rele-
vant fixed effects requiring specific attention.

The first model in Table 2 shows the results 
of the analysis conducted over the whole obser-
vation period (1971– 2011) where we focussed 
on the significativity of the spatial distribution 
–  using the SNAI classification –  on the deter-
minants of a vibrant behaviour.6 Following one 
of the main assumptions of SNAI, i.e. that de-
population has affected Inner areas more or 
less evenly throughout the whole country, no 
regional effect was added insofar.

In line with expectations, all demographic 
components are significant and thus play a R
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role in explain the vibrancy of peripheral 
territories. More specifically, the presence of 
children is obviously a strong predictor for 
it, probably as a positive outcome of female 
emancipation and availability of nursing public 
services. Conversely, the share of people aged 
more than 75 years old and the old age depen-
dency ratio are negatively related to it. In these 
cases, also due to the abandonment of Inner 
areas by the younger educated population (see 
later) attracted by the opportunities offered by 
the city, the declining trend may become irre-
versible, as testified by the expected result on 
population density.

As for human capital, our results show its 
crucial role in explaining the good perfor-
mance of Inner areas in terms of population 
trends. Illiteracy indeed negatively impacts vi-
brancy, while the share of people holding (at 
least) a secondary school diploma greatly con-
tributes to it. This is consistent with the SNAI 
rationale according to which providing an ex-
haustive range of secondary schools, coupled 
with healthcare and transportation, could limit 
dropout rates. The result on the share of peo-
ple aged 30– 34 years old holding a tertiary ed-
ucation degree –  significant and negative –  is 
rather difficult to interpret. It probably points 
to the phenomenon of young people who are 
in the precarious stage of attempting to enter 
the job market, during which they come back 
from urban poles, where they studied, to their 
native places in Inner areas while looking for 
employment opportunities, however leaving as 
soon as they get them.

As for the territorial economic conditions 
driving population increase in Inner areas, 
vibrancy is associated with a high female em-
ployment rate, business density and with a spe-
cialisation in commerce, testament of an open 
job market, a thick fabric of firms and a tertia-
risation of the local economy (Chi & Ventura 
2011; Duranton 2016). Female employment 
as driving factor in producing long- term pos-
itive trends in the areas under scrutiny points 
to the key role of women’s participation to the 
job market and, indirectly, to that of childcare 
and parenting assistance to make it possible. 
Conversely, the negative effect of the share of 
occupation in agriculture is obviously linked 
to the long- term slow decline of the sector 
(INEA 1932- 1938; Fornasin & Lorenzini 2019) 

Table 2. Multi Nomial Logit estimations. Dependent 
variable: Demographic trend 1971– 2011 of all Italian 
municipalities (base category: Slow burning) –  only 
Vibrant areas are shown.

Variable
Vibrant areas 
(1971– 2011)

Demography
Population density 0.000***

(0)
Population aged less than 6 years old 0.385***

(0.025)
Population aged more 75 years old −0.251***

(0.02)
Old age dependency ratio −0.121***

(0.006)
Young age dependency ratio 0.016**

(0.007)
Human capital
Share of illiterates −0.148***

(0.007)
Share of population holding at least a 

secondary school degree
0.088***
(0.005)

Gender gap in secondary education −0.001**
(0.001)

Share of young people holding a 
tertiary school degree

−0.022***
(0.005)

Economy
Female employment rate 0.022***

(0.003)
Generational turnover index −0.002***

(0)
Share of occupation in agriculture −0.023***

(0.003)
Share of occupation in industry −0.001

(0.003)
Share of occupation in commerce 0.026***

(0.005)
Business density 0.014***

(0.001)
Living conditions
Owner- occupied dwellings 0.002

(0.002)
Under- occupied dwellings 0.020***

(0.003)
National strategy for inner areas classification
Poles (ref)
Intermunicipal poles 0.836***

(0.235)
Outlying areas 1.736***

(0.146)
Intermediate areas 0.201

(0.147)
Peripheral areas −1.177***

(0.154)
Ultra- peripheral areas −2.041***

(0.194)
Obs 40,051
Pseudo R- squared 0.299

***p < 0.01; **p < 0.05; *p < 0.1.

 14679663, 2022, 5, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/tesg.12535 by G

iulia U
rso - C

ochraneItalia , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [21/11/2022]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



ALESSANDRA DE RENZIS, ALESSANDRA FAGGIAN & GIULIA URSO492

© 2022 The Authors. Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Geografie published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd on behalf of Royal 
Dutch Geographical Society / Koninklijk Nederlands Aardrijkskundig Genootschap.

following a more general global trend –  fur-
ther exacerbated by a lack of investment in in-
novation which has prevented the sector to stay 
competitive –  making Inner areas more largely 
dependent on agriculture grow less in terms of 
population.

The negative significance of generational 
turnover may be associated with the weak-
nesses of the school- to- work transition paving 
the way for the high youth unemployment rate 
that has always characterised Italy.

The results of the two variables representing 
the standards of living are very much in line 
with what expected. The variables included 
in the model intend to instrument the role 
played by social safety net provided by fam-
ily ties in the choice of settling or remaining 
in a non- core area –  where social services are 
lacking –  and grow up a family. To do so, we 
introduced in the model the share of owner- 
occupied dwellings to proxy the intention of 
a long- term material investment and under- 
occupied dwellings to proxy households living 
conditions more than suitable for a family. 
This latter holds significant and positive show-
ing that, also thanks to a higher availability of 
buildings, households in vibrant territories 
seem to live in small nucleuses and in larger 
spaces, as well as implying a tendency of the 
detachment from the parents’ family. The non 
significativity of the owner- occupied dwellings 
may be explained by the Italian high home 
ownership rate (always above 70%, with peaks 
of more than 80% in Southern regions) com-
pared with the tenure status of other European 
countries (e.g. Germany and France are both 
largely below, around 50% and 60%).

In geographical terms, our results show 
that the probability of experiencing a long- run 
positive demographic trend is higher in poly-
centric core areas and in the urban belts (i.e. 
‘Intermunicipal poles’ and ‘Outlying areas’, 
with ‘Urban poles’ as base category, not shown 
in the table).

The expected negative outcomes of pe-
ripheral areas show a high significance 
which, as for the purpose of this research, is 
worth investigating further in the attempt to 
shed light on the specific determinants of the 
demographic behaviour of Inner areas and 
ultimately of the adaptive capacity of places 
to peripherality.

To this end, we run a second set of analy-
sis (Table  3) limited to Inner areas where we 
controlled for specific literature- driven deter-
minants of population dynamics. We also sub-
divided the period into two further temporal 
windows (1971– 1991 and 1991– 2011) for two 
main reasons, one analytical and one practical. 
This, in fact, allows us, on the one side, (i) to 
account for specific contingencies –  intra and 
inter- regional migration towards urban centres, 
for the first sub- period, and globalisation and 
the growing international migration for the sec-
ond one, as explained in Section 3 –  and, on the 
other side, (ii) to exploit additional variables 
provided by ISTAT only after the 1991 census.

The results of the analysis confirm the role 
played by some factors on the vibrancy of pe-
ripheral territories. These are geographical 
location, demographic composition, as well as 
living conditions.

A further interesting insight may be derived 
from the adoption of a temporal lens in analys-
ing the results. The figures of the share of young 
people holding a tertiary school degree are very 
informative in this sense, becoming salient in 
explaining respectively non- vibrancy in model 
2 and vibrancy in the overall model after 1991.

As quite unanimously recognised within 
the literature, human capital is a precondition 
for development, as shown by the robustness 
of the results on basic education: illiteracy is 
incontestably detrimental to vibrancy while ob-
taining at least a first fundamental education 
(i.e. holding a secondary school diploma) is a 
strong supportive factor of a constantly positive 
population variation.

Whether the results on the demographic 
features are much in line with what we found 
in the first model in terms of significance and 
possible interpretations, reading together 
these latter with the dwelling- related (owner-  
and under- occupation) ones pertaining to the 
living conditions allows us to shed some addi-
tional light on resident population’s features 
which are relevant when explaining vibrancy in 
peripheral areas. Both variables are highly sig-
nificant throughout the four models, but while 
the latter variable shows a positive correlation 
with the vibrancy of a territory, the former has 
a negative sign. We guess that the reasons be-
hind choosing to remain in these areas (or to 
migrate towards them) are not only ties- related, 
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but provision of services and job, and more gen-
erally future prospects, certainly play a role.

The result on social and material vulnerabil-
ity is very insightful also from a policy perspec-
tive: the higher it is, the lowest the vibrancy of 
places, meaning that welfare and quality of life 
are a pre- condition for a peripheral territory to 
demographically prosper.

Economic features are consistent with pre-
vious literature regarding local development 
determinants (see Section 3) demonstrating 
how demographic and economic geography, 
although not always necessarily overlapping, 
are nevertheless intertwined, mutually shaping 
each other. Interestingly, the strong and posi-
tive significance holding constant over time of 
female employment is very noteworthy –  espe-
cially in light of the significant results regarding 
the presence of children. This underlines once 
again how women’ participation to the labour 
market, and hence the availability of parenting 
support services or more generally specific wel-
fare measures to facilitate the reconciliation be-
tween working and private life, is a key enabling 
factor for positive demographic development 
and it should be, by implication, one of the cor-
nerstones of any ‘vibrancy- aiming policy’.

While business density has some explana-
tory power in the first sub- periods considered 
–  when a job close to home and an acceptable 
travel to work time (concepts somehow related 
to that of districts, see later) were important 
factors when deciding to settle or remain in 
a territory –  in recent times improvements in 
physical and immaterial connections to work-
ing places may be behind the reduction up to 
insignificant values in models 3 and 4. Also, 
as explained later, this seems to confirm the 
weakening of districts due to a progressively 
increase of the globalisation of the economy.

As for the local economic structure, consis-
tently to what we found in the previous model, 
the availability of differentiated business op-
portunities offered by the third sector holds 
a constant positive role. These results seem to 
suggest that vibrant Inner areas are essentially 
those that have managed to hook the tertia-
risation of the economy, diversifying business 
and occupation offers, resulting attractive for 
old and new residents. These results pair with 
–  and somehow confirm –  the one related to 
occupation in agriculture (strongly negatively 

correlated with vibrancy) confirming once 
more the historic tendency started in the 30s. 
In this sense, the negative and high significant 
values of occupation in the primary sector –  
particularly evident in models 1 to 3, and in 
model 4, although lower in significance but still 
negative –  coupled with the highly significant 
and negative value of medium-  and low- skilled 
workers (including farmers) –  demonstrate 
that territories that have remained mostly 
based on a rural economy have not grown.

Finally, the persistence of the high significance 
and negative correlation of inter- generational 
substitutability represented by the generational 
turnover index seems to imply that younger gen-
erations rarely step in into family businesses.

The geographical control variables intro-
duced in the model show some interesting find-
ings that call for a specific detailed description. 
All variables display high level of significance 
without influencing the results of other variables 
hence representing an additional level of infor-
mation useful for investigating the phenomenon.

In terms of orographic characteristics, the 
more the altitude the less the vibrancy of places. 
Inner mountain municipalities hold significant 
and negative throughout all the periods con-
sidered, implying that remoteness still plays a 
crucial role in explaining demographic pat-
terns and it is more likely associated with slow- 
burning phenomena. The positive significativity 
of coastal mountains should not be misleading 
in this sense: when geographically juxtaposed 
to inner mountains, it can be shown that they 
represent a more favourable settling environ-
ment. As a matter of fact, these territories, small 
in numbers, are mainly located in Calabria and 
Sicilia close to harsh mountain chains.

Tourism, natural amenities (proxied by the 
presence of national natural reserves) or close-
ness to the sea are confirmed as important lever-
ages for the local economy in line with literature 
(Che 2006), but they do not seem to be enough 
to prevent or stop slow- moving pressures or, 
put it in another way, to foster adaptability. The 
persistent high significant and negative sign of 
these assets across all models confirm the find-
ings of previous studies (Biagi et al. 2011) cast-
ing doubt on their role as features able to drive 
the choice to remain in an Inner area.

The negative results of industrial districts, 
paired with the previous finding on business 
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density, are consistent with the decline expe-
rienced by these territorially embedded eco-
nomic aggregations hit by globalisation after 
1991 and their progressive loss of relevance in 
driving vibrancy behaviour as it was the case 
in previous times of the Italian economy, es-
pecially in some parts of the country (the so- 
called Third Italy).

Finally, the results obtained in terms of re-
gional fixed effects by significance along the 
four models show a geographically random 
and undistributed pattern.

The absence of any spatially identifiable 
cluster holding over time highlights that there 
are no regional or macro- area features which 
strongly influence population decline. Rather, 
the phenomenon can be found in any location 
where specific factors, such as low presence of 
young generations, low change in class structure 
and high social inequalities, are at play. This 
thus proves that depopulation is not a North vs. 
South issue, as is commonly the case for other 
challenges in Italy, but a nation- wide priority.

CONCLUSIONS

With the aim of contributing to fill the gap 
of evidence- based knowledge on the factors 
enabling places to thrive despite their periph-
erality, which are more often rather character-
ised by slow- burning challenges connected to 
their marginal condition, our paper, exploring 
the Italian case, shows that, despite a general 
association of peripheral areas as being home 
of stagnation in population growth or even ir-
reversible depopulation (Copus et al.  2006), 
not all non- core areas are declining (Bryden & 
Munro 2000; Rizzo 2016), against a backdrop of 
a national demographic dynamics characterised 
by zero growth (Eurostat 2019; ISTAT 2021).

Building on existing literature, we used two 
driving definitions to frame our study. First, the 
one of adaptability/adaptive capacity proposed 
by Martin and Sunley (2015, p. 4) as the ‘capac-
ity of a system to maintain core performances 
despite shocks by adapting its structure, func-
tions and organization’. Second, the one of pe-
ripheral area as a territory distant from a main 
service provision centre, following the interpre-
tation and operational classification provided by 
the Italian National Strategy for Inner Areas.

To empirically infer the determinants of the 
adaptability of territories to a given condition 
of peripherality, we assumed population varia-
tion as our dependent variable since we deem 
it to be a salient key in intercepting adaptive 
capacity in the face of prolonged challenges.

By means of data provided by the Italian 
National Institute of Statistics collected across 
five censuses (1971, 1981, 1991, 2001 and 2011), 
we run a two- step regression analysis assuming 
a direct association between a constant positive 
demographic variation having occurred from 
1971 to 2011 and a multi- dimensional set of 
specific socio- economic factors and territorial 
fixed conditions. This allowed us to explore 
a wide spectrum of possible determinants of 
adaptability to peripherality.

Very interestingly, we found that the main 
factors affecting the vibrancy of peripheral 
places which hold their explanatory power over 
time are the following: a differentiated and rich 
economic environment able to capture the op-
portunities offered by the tertiarisation of the 
economy, high level of female employment, and 
a low exposure to the risk of social and material 
vulnerability, making them crucial factors to be 
considered when aiming to retain population in 
peripheral areas from a policy perspective.

Other factors, in particular for what con-
cerns Inner areas, vary depending on the 
considered time period, as is the case for pop-
ulation density, tertiary school education or 
local occupation opportunities.

What is worth noticing is that even though 
high level of human capital does not seem to 
play a significant role in explaining the vibrancy 
of a territory, probably due to the fact that these 
areas have severely suffered from out- migration 
of the younger and more educated segment 
of the population, what appears undeniable is 
that the complete lack of it is detrimental to the 
adaptive capacity of marginal areas.

Finally, as also observed elsewhere (Biagi et 
al. 2011), we found that morphological features 
and natural and cultural amenities do not seem 
to act as pulling factors towards non- core areas 
despite their potential for economic exploitation.

These interesting insights call for further in-
vestigations on what the possible determinants 
of adaptability to peripherality might be. The 
triggering mechanisms leading to a sustainable 
growth path in the face of all sorts of chronic 
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shocks and in a larger context of population 
stagnation, that is the driving force(s) allowing 
a peripheral place not to remain locked into a 
declining spiral, are still to be thoroughly un-
derstood. The theoretical conceptualisation 
and the empirical evidence produced in this 
study may be a first step forward towards this 
ambitious goal.

The findings of this first exploratory study as 
well as future research avenues which might stem 
from it in the same or in close directions can offer 
policy guidance to government agencies and all- 
level decision makers to formulate place- sensitive 
strategies to design effective demographic stabil-
ity policies and to respond or adapt to long- term 
disturbances, hence tackling the longstanding 
issues of lagging- behind areas, spatial disparities 
and the urban– rural dichotomy.

The recent outbreak of the COVID- 19 pan-
demic –  and the related severe enduring pres-
sures that are challenging already vulnerable 
territories such as peripheral ones –  has made 
the production of evidence- based knowledge 
on the adaptive capacity of territories in the 
face of more or less long- run social, political or 
environmental stresses an absolute policy im-
perative for the upcoming years.
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Endnotes

 1 A detailed description of Italian migration pat-
terns is provided in Annex 1(see Supplemental 
Material Data S1).

 2 A brief description of the Italian National 
Strategy for Inner areas is provided in Annex 2 
(see Supplemental Material Data S1).

 3 Agriculture censuses were held instead in 1970, 
1982, 1990, 2000 and 2010.

 4 A detailed description of all variables and their 
sources is provided in Annex 3 (see Supplemental 
Material Data S1).

 5 For a more detailed definition see ISTAT (1997, 
2005).

 6 The complete set of regressions, showing results 
for both vibrant and switching municipalities, 
are provided in Annex 4 (see Supplemental 
Material Data S1).
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