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Abstract
Rural areas in the Netherlands are experiencing a decline in food shop availability, raising concerns about
food accessibility, social cohesion, and spatial justice. While the concept of "food deserts" has been often
used in the urban setting, rural food access remains underexplored. This thesis explores food shop closures
in rural areas between 2016 and 2021, focusing on their spatial patterns as well as the social and symbolic
consequences for communities. 

Using geospatial analysis, news content, and policy reviews, this study connects shop closures to shifting
consumer habits, low revenues, demographic change, and increased mobility. While car owners can adapt
easily when a food shop closes, less mobile residents have more problems accessing food. Food shop
closures disrupt daily routines, reduce social contact, and decrease village identity. Beyond physical access,
they affect livability and community cohesion. Provincial policies acknowledge the issue but are quite vague,
whereas local initiatives offer more practical solutions. 

This research proposes three strategic approaches, starting with early recognition and tailored responses to
potential closures. Second, efforts to maintain a food shop within the village. Third, when a food shop is not
feasible, alternatives must focus on maintaining social meeting points to still have informal networks. Overall,
it combines accessibility, livability, and spatial justice to inform equitable rural food strategies.

Rural food accessibility, livability, social cohesion, spatial justice, supermarket closures, and Bottom-up
Initiatives
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In popular media, there are reports about a decrease in the facilities in rural villages like supermarkets,
butchers, bakeries, and salons in the last decades (NOS, 2017). This raises concerns about the accessibility of
food. A lack of food, especially healthy food, leads to several types of diseases, such as heart disease,
diabetes, and cancer (WHO, 2020). According to WHO (2020), a healthy diet consists of fruits, vegetables,
legumes, nuts, and whole grains, while minimizing sugar, unhealthy fats, and salt. The decline of facilities
shows a longer-term transformation in the Dutch food retail system. Sluijter (2007) mentioned that in the
Netherlands, food retail historically consists of small, specialized shops, such as independent grocers for dry
goods, dairy vendors for milk, bakers for bread, and butchers for meat. This changed with the introduction of
the self-service food shop model, which was brought to the Netherlands from abroad in the mid-20th century.
These food shops offered convenience and lower prices by combining products in one building and changing
to customer self-service. Furthermore, Sluijter (2007) mentions that this concept became more popular in the
1960s and 1970s, as national retail chains expanded and more households had access to private transport.
Nowadays, supermarkets have replaced many traditional food shops and have become the main source of
groceries.

While these food shops brought efficiency and convenience, their centralization of groceries also resulted in
villages becoming more dependent on a single facility for both food access and informal interaction. As these
centralized shops have now begun to disappear in smaller villages, new concerns are emerging about the
accessibility of food provision in rural contexts. Media attention on the accessibility to food began in the late
90s in the British media (Cummins & Macintyre, 1999). The term ``food deserts'', a phrase by Beaumont et al.
(1995), has been widely used but lacks a clear definition. Cummins (2002, p. 436) describes food deserts as
‘‘populated urban areas where residents do not have access to an affordable and healthy diet.’’ Barnett (2019),
describes it as areas with gaps in food shops in poor and underserved neighborhoods, often lacking food
shops or access to healthy food. Overall, food deserts are areas with limited access to affordable, healthy
food. Often, the result of supermarket closures, low-income levels, and transportation barriers. Despite the
amount of research, most studies on food deserts have focused on urban areas, particularly in the US and the
UK.

When focusing on the Netherlands, some research has been conducted about food deserts in the urban
setting, one in Amsterdam (Helbich et al., 2017) and another one in The Hague (Janssen et al., 2022). The
study in Amsterdam found no clear evidence of food deserts, while the research in The Hague showed that
food insecurity in disadvantaged neighborhoods is rather the result of economic and social factors than the
physical access to food. These findings show that access to healthy food in urban areas is not the result of
physical access to healthy food. 

While urban food access has received much more academic attention, rural food access issues remain
largely understudied (Ramos-Truchero, 2024). Although it is mainly overlooked, some studies have been done
in the rural areas of the Netherlands. An example is the research of Haartsen and Gieling (2021), which
focused on the supermarket closure in Ulrum. This closure resulted in a perceived decline in livability because
the supermarket was seen as a symbol of independence. While many residents of Ulrum preferred shopping
in larger and cheaper supermarkets nearby, the loss of the local store reduced social interactions and informal
meeting opportunities. Another study, conducted by Christiaanse (2020), focused on how accessibility to
essential facilities has changed between 2000 and 2012 in the Dutch province of Friesland. They found that
supermarkets have decreased by 15% and that the decrease in facilities is not in line with population decline.
Although there was a decline in supermarkets, most residents still had a supermarket within 5km. 

At the same time, mobility patterns have shifted in recent decades (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). Where the
privately owned cars increased from roughly 350 to 500 cars per 1000 inhabitants between 1990 and 2020
(Zijlstra et al., 2022). The increased mobility enabled rural residents to travel to larger towns for groceries and
other services, reducing their dependence on local facilities (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). As a result, rural
residents are less dependent on the facilities and services of their village for daily necessities, leading to a
decline (Gieling et al., 2019). De Vries et al. (2016) mention that the average distance to the nearest
supermarket in the Netherlands has increased from 2.11 kilometers in 2008 to 4.7 kilometers in 2014. 
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Title: Milk delivery at home (1956)
Source: Spaarnestad Photo



Research Questions
How do rural food shop closures in the Netherlands impact population groups, and what strategies can either
prevent closures or mitigate the effects of closures?

This research examines the impact of rural food shop closures on population groups in the Netherlands,
considering both the social and symbolic functions. Additionally, it evaluates strategies, which are aimed at
preventing closures and mitigating spatial inequalities in food accessibility.

Sub-Questions

SQ1: What are the spatiotemporal patterns of food shop closures in rural areas in the
Netherlands and the socio-demographics of these areas?  

SQ2: How do food shop closures in rural Dutch villages affect residents’ daily routines and
access to food?

SQ3: What strategies or initiatives have been implemented to prevent closures or mitigate the
effects of rural food shop closures?

In addition to shifts in mobility, the Netherlands is also experiencing changes in demographics according to
the CBS (n.d.). CBS (2024a) states that since the early 21  century, the population growth has mainly
concentrated in and around major cities of the Randstad and other large cities across the Netherlands. At the
same time, municipalities in rural areas face population decline because young people move to cities for work
or study. Other reasons mentioned are the aging population, where in 1990, 12,8% of the population was
above 65 years old, which increased to 20,5% in 2024 (CBS, 2024a). Furthermore, another decline can be seen
because of deaths that outnumber births. Besides that, household sizes in the Netherlands are shrinking due
to fewer children, more people living alone, and an increase in separations (CBS, 2021). This means that
residential areas have fewer people on average. Resulting in a shrinking catchment area for services in rural
areas, impacting the feasibility of local facilities.

st

The problems mentioned above, such as a small number of inhabitants, an aging population, and a lack of
access infrastructure, make rural villages less attractive for commercial services (Miller et al., 2015). As a
result, rural areas experience a decline in essential services. One consequence of this decline is the rising
cost of food in rural areas and fewer healthier options. The lack of competition in rural areas drives up food
prices, while low consumer demand limits variety and access to fresh products (Ramos-Truchero, 2024).

When rural food shops in the Netherlands close, the distance increases. Most of the time, a supermarket is
close by and can be easily reached. While driving is an option for many, for elderly and less mobile residents
this becomes a problem, often left without alternatives (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). These accessibility issues
are becoming more of a problem because of the ageing population in the Netherlands, as mentioned above. 
Overall, Haartsen and Gieling (2021) mention the primary and secondary functions of a supermarket. The
primary function of the supermarket is buying groceries, this function can be adapted most of the time by
going to the town nearby. However, the secondary function as a meeting place will be gone. Especially in rural
areas, the supermarket functions as (in)formal meeting place, where it creates a place for planned or
spontaneous interactions and brings people together. 

While research on healthy food access has mainly focused on the urban setting, rural food accessibility
remains underexplored in academic research and policies. Some studies have been conducted in the
Netherlands, however, they took place in specified areas like the province of Friesland (de Vries et al., 2016).
Overall, the decline of rural food shops is not only influenced by spatial factors, but also by economic, social,
and policy factors. Residents adapt by traveling to nearby towns when mobility increases, whereby those
without transport face significant problems. These supermarkets have an important role in rural villages, as
they function as social places besides providing groceries.

Despite these challenges, rural food accessibility is still underexplored. This research aims to showcase why
and where food shops close, what the consequences are, and identify strategies for sustainable and equitable
food access in rural areas. Investigating these interconnections is needed for developing strategies that look
further than physical distance, including social factors as well. Although this research focuses on rural areas,
it directly contributes to the AMS Institute's urban challenge on Metropolitan Food Systems (AMS Institute,
n.d.).

This research begins by examining where food shops closed between 2016 and 2021 and why they closed. It
then investigates the consequences, focusing on the functional, social, and symbolic impacts of losing a food
shop. Finally, the analysis focuses on provincial policy documents to identify proposed strategies for
addressing shop closures. These will be complemented by local initiatives from villages that solved or
mitigated the problem of losing a food shop. Eventually, it proposes a set of strategies for preventing closures
or mitigating the effects of closures.

10 11



Th
eo

re
tic

al
 F

ra
m

ew
or

k
2 To understand the consequences of rural food shop closures, this thesis builds on a theoretical framework

that integrates three concepts: livability, accessibility, and spatial justice. These concepts provide lenses for
examining how closures affect individuals and communities. Livability shows how well environments meet
human needs, while accessibility focuses on place-based and person-based barriers to reaching services
such as food. Spatial justice shows an ethical lens to geography, questioning the fairness of the distribution
of food shops. Within this framework, the impacts of food shop closures are analyzed with functional, social,
and symbolic dimensions that affect daily routines, social cohesion, and perceptions of village identity.
Together, these concepts show where and why food access has decreased, and how this loss impacts rural
life, especially for vulnerable groups.

2.1 Livability
According to Veenhoven (1993, p. 6), livability is "the degree to which provisions and requirements of an area
align with human needs and capacities." Van Kamp et al. (2003) explore various definitions of livability,
concluding that livability is a measure of how well an environment supports human well-being, daily
functioning, and social interactions. This means that livability is how well an environment meets human
needs. Lui et al. (2020) evaluate livability in two ways, a subjective and an objective approach. The first is
based on personal perceptions, experiences, and satisfaction with living conditions. Examples of subjective
livability are a sense of community, safety perception, social connections, happiness, and emotional
attachment to a place. In this context, a food shop in rural areas adds subjective livability by serving as a
social hub, creating interactions and strengthening communities (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). On the other
hand, the objective approach is measured through tangible, quantifiable factors, such as accessibility to food,
healthcare, education, public transport, crime rates, pollution, and housing quality. 

For understanding livability and food access, the framework of Hierarchy of Needs by Maslow (1943) is a
useful framework, which illustrates how environmental factors affect human well-being. The model shows
five levels of needs, structured as a pyramid. In this pyramid, individuals must satisfy basic needs (e.g., food,
water, shelter) before seeking higher-level needs (McLeod, 2024). Since food is a fundamental need, access to
food is essential. A lack of it affects well-being and livability and prevents individuals from achieving higher
levels of personal and social development.

In summary, livability is how well an environment meets human needs. It can be evaluated in two ways, the
subjective and objective approaches. Wherein, a lack of food access has a direct impact on livability, affecting
both individual and community well-being and limiting opportunities for social and economic development. It
provides a lens of understanding how the loss of food shops affects individual well-being and community
well-being.

2.2 Accessibility
To understand how physical and social factors influence food access, the concept of accessibility is
introduced. Accessibility is an important concept in urban and rural planning, where Hansen (1959) defines it
as the potential of opportunities for interaction. Geurs and van Wee (2004, p. 128) expands on this by
describing it as “The extent to which land-use and transport systems enable (groups of) individuals to reach
activities or destinations by means of a (combination of) transport mode(s) at various times of the day
(perspective of persons)”. Overall, this means how easily people can reach places and activities using
different transport options at different times of the day. Kwan (1998) makes a distinction between place-
based and people-based accessibility. Place-based accessibility shows how easily locations can be reached
from a fixed origin point, such as a home or workplace. This is a static measure based on distances and
transport networks. In contrast, people-based accessibility focuses on the personal and social factors of an
individual's ability to access services.

Title: Self-service shop Gebrs. Van Woerkom (1953)
Source: Regionaal Archief Nijmegen12 13



Building on Hägerstrand’s (1970) time-geography framework, this approach recognizes that accessibility is
not just about physical distance but also time constraints, mobility options, and socio-economic factors.
Factors such as income, gender, age, car ownership, and work schedule all affect whether a person can
realistically reach essential services, even if they are geographically nearby. To further refine the concept,
Geurs and van Wee (2004) divided accessibility into four components: land use, transportation, temporal, and
individual.

Land-Use Component  
This part focuses on the spatial distribution of opportunities, such as supermarkets, jobs, and healthcare, as
well as the demand at original locations (e.g., residential areas). 

Transportation Component       
The second part focuses on the effort, cost, and time needed to travel between origins and destinations using
different modes of transport. Including travel times, costs, infrastructure quality, and reliability.

Temporal Component  
Accessibility can vary due to temporal constraints, such as store opening hours and individual schedules. 

Individual Component 
Personal circumstances affect someone's accessibility, such as income, physical ability, transport availability,
and education.

These components make accessibility a structured and measurable concept, making it easier to understand
how various parts influence people's ability to reach destinations. Overall, this study is based on the idea that
accessibility is more than physical distance to food shops, taking the personal and economic constraints into
account as well that limit individual ability to access food. Accessibility theory helps analyze these barriers
and can be used for understanding where shop closures occur and who is most affected.

2.3 Impacts of closure
Building on the concepts of livability and accessibility, this section explores how the closure of rural food
shops impacts daily life, social cohesion, and perceived village identity. The work of Haartsen & Gieling (2021)
identifies three dimensions to explain the effect of a closure. While accessibility frameworks show how
distance, mobility, and infrastructure influence food access, they do not show how residents experience the
loss of a food shop. Haartsen and Gieling (2021) show a better way to understand the closure of rural
facilities and how it affects people. They identify three key dimensions of impact: functional, social, and
symbolic.

Functional Impact
Facilities in rural villages primarily have a practical function by providing residents with access to daily needs,
such as groceries (Gieling et al., 2019; Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). Haartsen and Gieling (2021) mention that
the closure of these shops impacts daily life, requiring residents to find alternative options. This often results
in travelling further and relying more on public transportation or other residents. Although most residents can
adapt easily, the closure of local services limits the independence and quality of life for less mobile residents,
particularly the elderly, disabled, and economically vulnerable (Gieling et al., 2019; Haartsen & Gieling, 2021).

Social Impact
Secondly, facilities and services have a social role for a village, as they are important for community life within
small villages (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). These places are often described as the beating heart of a village
and function as third places (Gieling et al., 2019). They provide places for meeting residents intentionally or
spontaneously, which results in informal interactions and strengthens community cohesion (Haartsen &
Gieling, 2021). Gieling et al. (2019) and Christiaanse and Haartsen (2017) both emphasize the importance of
these interactions for less mobile residents, including the elderly and disabled. 

These groups rely more on local facilities to have regular and casual interactions with neighbors, such as
food shops. These interactions are important for them, as their limited mobility limits their opportunities to
socialize outside of the village. Overall, residents miss the contacts and casual conversations experienced
during food shopping after a shop closure (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021).

Symbolic Impact
Lastly, facilities and services have symbolic meaning within rural villages. According to Haartsen and Gieling
(2021), a local food shop represents a community’s independence and its overall livability. Furthermore, it has
a positive effect on a village's sense of identity and proof that the community is doing well (Gieling et al.,
2019; Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). The closure of such a facility often results in a negative response and is felt
as a decline in livability (Christiaanse & Haartsen, 2017). Although symbolic meanings may not directly affect
residents' daily routines, they can influence perceptions of livability and village status (Haartsen & Gieling,
2021).

The framework developed by Haartsen and Gieling (2021) adds three impacts: functional, social, and
symbolic. These closures not only reduce access to daily needs, especially for vulnerable groups, but also
weaken social ties and affect how residents perceive the livability and identity of their village. Together, these
insights show the consequences of rural service declining more than physical distance alone.

2.4 Food Deserts and Food Access
While these impacts above focus on the loss of a previously available service, some rural areas have not had
a food shop for over a decade or more. In these cases, the issue is about the long-term absence of food
access, often described as food deserts. Defined in the introduction as ‘‘populated urban areas where
residents do not have access to an affordable and healthy diet.’’ Barnett (2019). Although food deserts mainly
focus on geographic distance, a broader concept is needed to include the social and economic barriers to
food access as well. Ebugosi and Olaboye (2024) use the term food insecurity and define it as the lack of
consistent access to enough food for an active, healthy life. Food insecurity affects individuals' physical
health and affects a range of social and economic challenges as well (Ebugosi & Olaboye, 2024). FAO et al.
(2019) similarly define food insecurity as inadequate physical and economic access to healthy foods.

A framework for understanding food accessibility barriers is the Social Ecological Model (SEM)
(Bronfenbrenner 1979), which explores how individual, social, and environmental factors interact to shape
behaviors. This model has been used in various fields to explore complex interactions that impact an
individual’s behavior (McClay et al., 2023; McLeroy et al., 1988; Nagel & Partelow, 2022). Building on this,
Janssen et al. (2022) applied the SEM to analyze healthy food access in The Hague. This research is more
easily defined as it developed three factors based on the original levels of the SEM, personal, social, and
physical environmental factors. These are based on the individual level, microsystem, mesosystem, and
exosystem. The report doesn’t take the macrosystem (policy) into account. The findings show that personal
factors (such as income and education) have the strongest impact, followed by social determinants
(employment status, civil status, and religion), whereas physical environment factors (such as proximity to
supermarkets) have a relatively small role. 

For fair access to food, spatial justice provides a lens for understanding unequal resource distribution
between urban and rural areas. Jacobs (1961) and Gehl (2011) emphasize the human scale in urban and rural
planning, advocating for equitable access to services to enhance social cohesion.  Soja (2010) defines spatial
justice as the fair distribution of resources, services, and opportunities, formed by geographic, economic,
political, and social factors. Rocco (2023) further built upon Soja and categorizes spatial justice into three
dimensions:
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Distributive justice focuses on ensuring equitable access to public goods, amenities, and essential
services in both urban and rural settings. 
Procedural justice refers to how spaces are negotiated, planned, and managed by public and private
actors.
Recognition justice focuses on acknowledging and respecting the unique histories, identities, and needs
of different social groups. Furthermore, ensuring that policies consider marginalized populations who
may be disproportionately affected. 

Food shop closures in rural areas, for example, increase spatial injustices as food shops disappear. As
Mahon et al. (2023) argue, rural communities often face distributive inequalities in services, procedural
exclusion from policy decisions, and a lack of recognition for their needs. 

By integrating the Social-Ecological Model with spatial justice, this research examines how rural food shop
closures impact different population groups and what policy strategies can mitigate food accessibility
inequalities.

2.5 Conceptual Framework
To have a holistic overview of rural food shop closures, this thesis uses a conceptual framework inspired by
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) SEM. As shown in Figure 1, the model has three layers, each showing a dimension of
the research.

At the core is the personal level, which is shown as accessibility. This layer is how easily an individual can
reach a food shop. It is about the presence and geographic location of food shops and focuses on concepts
such as proximity, accessibility, and food deserts to assess spatial inequality and service decline in rural
areas. Moving outward, the second layer focuses on social dynamics, exploring how shop closures affect
community life, social cohesion, and well-being. It is based on livability theory and covers interactions
between individuals and within communities. This layer captures both objective and perceived impacts on
daily life. The outermost layer addresses governance, focusing on the role of public institutions, policies, and
community-led initiatives in addressing closures. 

While each dimension provides an analytical lens, they are interconnected with each other as well. For
example, a decline in accessibility (resulting from a closure) often results in consequences for livability,
including reduced independence, increased social isolation, and a weakened sense of place, particularly for
vulnerable groups. As these effects grow, they will raise questions about governance and what is needed to
solve this problem. At the same time, shortcomings in governance can create accessibility challenges, such
as fragmented policies. In contrast, well-designed bottom-up initiatives can help restore a sense of livability
by creating services and restoring social cohesion. 

In this way, the framework functions as a dynamic feedback loop. Together, these layers structure the
analytical lens through which the problem is approached. These layers will be the start of each sub-question,
wherein Chapter 4.1 focuses on the layer accessibility. The layer of social dynamics is used in Chapter 4.2.
Lastly, Chapter 4.3 was built upon the governance layer. 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework (Own Image)
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In the theoretical framework, three main layers were introduced and formulated from several theories. In this
chapter, those layers will be made more tangible and tailored to each sub-question. Starting with the main
research question, shown below.

How do rural food shop closures in the Netherlands impact population groups, and what strategies can either
prevent closures or mitigate the effects of closures?

3.1 Sub-question 1
What are the spatiotemporal patterns of food shop closures in rural areas in the Netherlands and the socio-
demographics of these areas?  

Objective
This sub-question was built upon the layer of accessibility and aimed to identify which rural areas in the
Netherlands have experienced a decline in food shop access over time, and the socio-demographic
characteristics of these locations. I did this by visualizing the changes between 2016 and 2021, resulting in a
map where closures have happened and why they closed.

Approach and Method
To answer this question, I conducted a geospatial analysis using QGIS. For this, I used data from CBS,
specifically the 500x500 meter grid datasets from 2016 (CBS, 2019) and 2021 (CBS, 2024b). This data divides
the Netherlands into squares of 500 meter x 500 meter, allowing for comparison across different years. I
selected these years to have a five-year gap, and as datasets from 2022 and later do not include information
on the average distance to the nearest food shop. The same goes for datasets before 2015. Each square
contains several types of data, wherein the distance of to the nearest supermarket is described as “The
average road distance for all residents in an area to the nearest supermarket. A supermarket is defined as a
store offering various types of daily goods and with a minimum floor area of 150 m².” (CBS, 2024c). 

Using Python, I created a new column in the 2021 dataset that has the difference in average distance to the
nearest food shop between 2016 and 2021. Areas where this distance had increased were interpreted as
locations likely affected by food shop closures. To better understand these locations and have a validation of
my analysis, I further explored a selection of these locations. This was done by using online sources to
identify closure reasons, such as news articles or municipal records

To focus more on the characteristics of affected populations, I used an additional grid dataset 2023 from CBS
(2024d). This grid includes the number of residents aged 65 years and older. Instead of using absolute
numbers, I calculated the percentage of elderly residents per grid cell by dividing the number of people aged
65 years and older by the total population in that grid cell. This allowed me to make better comparisons
between rural areas with varying population sizes.

However, using the grid structure type of data creates the modifiable areal unit problem (MAUP), which can
have an impact on the spatial accuracy of the results (Openshaw & Taylor, 1979). As the data is combined in
geographic grid squares, smaller local differences may be hidden. This results in making it harder to see the
actual impact on accessibility.

Output
This sub-question resulted in two maps. First, I created a national overview that shows where distances to
supermarkets increased between 2016 and 2021. Second, I overlaid the changes with the percentage of
elderly residents to identify areas where closures may disproportionately affect vulnerable groups. From the
overview of closures, I analyzed why these food shops have closed. My analysis shows how food shop
closures impact geographic accessibility and social equity in rural areas, by combining spatial and
demographic data.

Title: Self-Service Shop Albert Heijn
Source: Albert Heijn Erfgoed18 19



3.2 Sub-question 2
How do food shop closures in rural Dutch villages affect residents’ daily routines and access to food?

Objective
This sub-question aimed to understand the social impact of food shop closures on rural residents in the
Netherlands. It captures the social dynamics that food shops bring to a village. I focused on how it affects
residents' daily life, their social interactions, and the role of food shops as social hubs. Food shops in rural
areas have a primary function (food access) and a secondary function (social function) (Haartsen & Gieling,
2021). 

Approach and Method
For this sub-question, I researched the  consequences in a structured way of primary and secondary
functions, including the social and emotional meanings of food shops. As ‘Facilities and services can have
functional, social and symbolic meanings for individuals and communities’ (Haartsen en Gieling 2021, p. 562).

To empirically explore the functional, social, and symbolic impacts of food shops, I conducted a content
analysis using news articles from thirteen regional broadcasters across the Netherlands (Stichting Regionale
Publieke Omroep, n.d.). I chose local news platforms as they tend to cover issues that may not be considered
important by national media (Lai & Tang, 2015). 

The following news outlets were analyzed.
L1
NH-Nieuws
Omroep Brabant
Omroep Flevoland
Omroep Friesland
Omroep Gelderland
Omroep West
Omroep Zeeland
RTV Drenthe
RTV Noord
RTV Oost
RTV Rijnmond
RTV Utrecht

Based on their relevance, I selected articles on food shop closures in small towns and villages, with effects on
daily life, social cohesion, and local identity resulting from food shop closures. I also considered articles
about the opening of food shops and the effects these had, as they provided useful points of comparison. The
search terms ‘dorp’ and ‘supermarkt’ were used, and only articles from 2015 and later were used. To
systematically assess the consequences of closures, I structured an analysis around the three meanings:
functional, social, and symbolic (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). These categories guided the content analysis and
were used for coding. 

To conclude, I examined the social impact of rural food shop closures, focusing on the effects on daily life,
social interactions, and community well-being.

Output
This sub-question provides insight into how rural food shop closures affect residents, more than solely food
access. The findings highlight disruptions to daily routines, a loss of informal meeting places, and declining
feelings of community identity and livability. A combination of academic literature and experiences from local
news is used for a better understanding of the social and symbolic consequences of food shop closures in
rural areas.

3.3 Sub-question 3
What strategies or initiatives have been implemented to prevent closures or mitigate the effects of rural food
shop closures?

Objective
This sub-question analyzed existing policies and initiatives that prevent closures or mitigate the effects of
rural food shop closures. Focusing on strategies and policies at the provincial level in the Netherlands that
address the issue of rural food shop closures. Furthermore, this is complemented by the initiatives mentioned
in documents and during interviews. Overall, this sub-question was built upon the layer of governance and
how things work with each other. 

Approach and Method
For this sub-question, I used several methods to have a mixed-methods approach. Starting with a document
review of the policy of the twelve provinces, desk research of initiatives that address the closure of rural food
shops and complemented with interviews.

Policy Analysis
First, I conducted a document review of each of the provincial strategies on spatial planning and the
environment (omgevingsvisie in Dutch). In total, I analyzed twelve documents (Table 1) for information on the
decline of local facilities. For each province, I used the most recent version of the vision, whether finalized, in
concept, or as a contour note. This was done to capture the most up-to-date perspective on the problem. In
the table below, I created an overview of the different documents used, the year it was published, and if there
are special remarks.

The analysis focused on whether the provinces acknowledge the decline of rural services, what their vision is
about livability and access to daily services in rural areas, and what strategies are proposed to prevent or
mitigate the effects of closure.

Desk Research and Literature Review
To complement the policy documents, I identified additional strategies through targeted desk research and
review of literature, including:

Publications by the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations (Moerkamp, 2015)
Practical examples mentioned during the interviews
Initiatives published on the Katalys platform

Together, these provide examples of how communities and organizations are addressing food shop closures
in rural areas. 

Table 1: Documents of Policy Analysis
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Expert Interviews
Furthermore, I conducted semi-structured interviews (Appendix A) with representatives from rural support
associations. These interviews provided insight into the types of initiatives being used, the challenges that
arise in practice, and the strategies to address rural food shop closures. 

Associations interviewed:
Landelijke Vereniging Kleine Kernen (LVKK)
Dorpshuizen en Kleine Kernen Gelderland (DKKGelderland)
Brede Overleggroep Kleine Dorpen Drenthe (BOKD)
Vereniging Kleine Kernen Limburg (VKKL)
Groningerdorpen

Lastly, I transcribed interviews, and from these, strategies, challenges, and recommendations were identified.

Output
This sub-question resulted in an overview of how provinces address rural service decline in their policy visions
and strategies. I used desk research and interviews to add practical examples from local initiatives,
highlighting a range of community-led initiatives on maintaining food access. From these methods, I
proposed a set of strategies aimed at addressing the decline of rural services and food access in small
villages.

3.4 Research ethics
This research followed ethical guidelines that maintained the transparency of the data collected. Some
interviews were conducted, therefore, participants were informed about the purpose of the study before the
interview, and consent was obtained before data collection. Interviews were recorded with permission,
transcribed, and anonymized. To protect participant anonymity, the interview transcriptions are not included in
the appendix.

A bias may be present in data collection, analysis, and interpretation. Coming from a municipality where food
shops have disappeared from villages, I recognize their importance to rural communities. This personal
experience shapes my perspective, but I tried to maintain objectivity by relying on evidence-based analysis,
diverse sources, and methodological transparency. To minimize bias, I used different sources (triangulations)
such as cross-referencing policy documents, statistical data, and interviews.

3.5 Trustworthiness
This study relies on qualitative analysis, and maintaining trustworthiness is essential. Therefore, the pillars of
trustworthiness are used (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). It is divided into credibility, transferability, dependability, and
conformability. 

Credibility
To ensure that findings reflect the reality of rural supermarket closures, triangulation is used. This is done by
incorporating multiple sources of data, such as policy documents, interviews, and literature. 

Transferability
Although this study is focused on the Netherlands, the findings can be used in other rural areas. There needs
to be kept in mind the cultural, economic, and policy differences in countries. 

Dependability
To ensure methodological transparency and consistency, all research steps are documented in the
methodology. Especially the keywords used during literature research and the steps used in the geospatial
analysis.

Confirmability
To ensure that findings are based on data rather than personal biases, this research used multiple sources of
data, including policy documents, interviews, literature reviews, and geospatial analysis. By using different
types of data, conclusions are not reliant on a single perspective.

With these strategies applied, this study enhanced its trustworthiness, ensured that findings accurately
represent the realities of rural food shop closures. 
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4 4.1 Geographies of Closures 
What are the spatiotemporal patterns of food shop closures in rural areas in the Netherlands and the socio-
demographics of these areas?  

This chapter addresses the accessibility layer of the conceptual framework by analyzing the changes in
distance to the nearest food shop in the Netherlands over a period of five years (2016–2021). In particular,
the chapter pays attention to elderly residents, who are more likely to experience difficulties in adapting to
increased travel distances. To explore these patterns, a map was created to show the difference in distance
to the nearest food shop. Based on this, specific locations with visible changes were selected for a closer
analysis. In these cases, potential causes of closure are explored to better understand them. By combining
spatial analysis with demographic indicators, this chapter provides insight into where food shops have
disappeared, why they closed, and where the elderly are most affected.

Starting with the GIS analysis, where the grid structure of CBS is used from 2016 (CBS, 2019) and 2021 (CBS,
2024b). The map in Figure 3 shows the difference between the distances in 2021 and 2016. Areas with
closures are visible as clusters of squares where the average distance to the food shop has increased. These
clusters show orange on the map, with darker orange in the middle. A zoomed-in figure of Meddo (Figure 2)
shows the disappearance of the local food shop. As a result, the distance to the nearest food shop has
increased for these residents
Furthermore, based on this GIS analysis,
several patterns can be seen. In the northern,
eastern, and southern provinces, the average
distance to the nearest food shop has
increased, indicating a decline in
accessibility. Especially visible in the province
of Gelderland, near the borders with Noord-
Brabant and Germany. This area lost a lot of
food shops between 2016 and 2021. In
contrast, the western part of the Netherlands
shows little to no increase in distance, likely
due to its higher population density. However,
the distance to supermarkets decreased,
such as in parts of Groningen and Drenthe.
This may result in food shop openings,
however, this is not part of the scope of this
thesis.

To complement the spatial analysis, media
articles were analyzed to understand the
reasons behind food shop closures. In Figure
3, several villages are marked with a circle to
show where information was found on
closures. Table 2 on the next page shows the
locations and reasons why the shops closed.

Increased Distance to
Food Shop

Increased Distance to a Food
Shop (Meddo)

5,0 km and more

4,0 - 4,9 km

3,0 - 3,9 km

2,0 - 2,9 km

1,0 - 1,9 km

0,0 - 0,9 km

Figure 2: Increased Distance to a Food Shop Meddo (Own Image)

Title: Grocer in Zwanenberg (1958)
Source: Brabant in Beelden24 25
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In many Dutch villages, the food shops have been disappearing, which can be seen in Figure 3. In Table 2,
several villages show where the food shop has closed and where articles were found with the reasons for
closures. One of the main causes of food shop closure is the low revenue, which can be found in articles from
PZC (2023), RTV Drenthe (2017), and De Gelderlander (2020). Small food shops often depend on regular
weekly spending by residents, but when the population is small, the revenue needed isn't always reached.
Shops in places like Drachtstercompagnie (2), Gasselte (3), Meddo (6), Speuld (7), Deest (8), Hoogeloon (10),
and ’s-Heerenhoek (12) struggled because revenue was too low to maintain profitability.

However, low revenue may be the main reason why a food shop closed, but many other reasons arise before.
A much broader change in shopping behavior is visible, as residents prefer to shop in larger towns and cities.
These bigger stores offer more variety in products and lower prices, as mentioned in articles from Ommenaar
(2019), Ommelander Courant (2020), and De Gelderlander (2019). Villages like Kruisweg (1), Geesbrug (4),
Lemele (5), and Opijnen (9) have seen their local shops become forgotten convenience stores, where they
were used only for last-minute or emergency purchases. Over time, this resulted in less revenue and
eventually the closure of these food shops. Rising operational costs added extra pressure. In places such as
’s-Heerenhoek (PZC, 2023) and Waarde (Omroep Zeeland, 2020), energy prices became much higher, and
older rental buildings were not suited to the needs of modern food shops. In addition, the ban on tobacco
sales removed another source of income for small shops, as seen in ’s-Heerenhoek, where tobacco is a large
part of the revenue (PZC, 2023). In the interview with BOKD, it was added that rural food shops could close
due to a lack of successors. For example, in Bornerbroek the food shop closed because the owner retired and
could not find a successor for the food shop (RTV Oost, 2025). However, in Eext the owners retired, and the
community eventually took over the store. Overall, this can be placed in a broader shift of an aging population,
wherein they retire and fewer younger people to fulfill these functions. 

In short, the closure of village food shops is rarely due to a single factor. Instead, it is the result of a
combination, such as insufficient revenue, shifting consumer behavior, rising costs, and the loss of product
groups like tobacco. As mentioned in the introduction, increased car ownership and mobility have reduced
residents' reliance on local services. However, not everyone has this mobility, such as elderly or less mobile
residents who often struggle to access alternatives. With the aging population in the Netherlands, the next
analysis includes a focus on elderly residents to food shop closures. 

Figure 3: Increased Distance to a Food Shop Netherlands (Own Image)

Table 2: Reasons of Closures 
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The map on the left (Figure 4) shows the increased distance to the nearest food shop and the percentage of
residents aged 65 and older per square grid. Many villages where a food shop closed have squares with more
than the national average of elderly residents above 65. In the Netherlands, approximately 20,5% (RIVM, 2025)
of the population is aged 65 or older, however in these affected areas, a percentage of 30% was often
exceeded. This means that nearly every village that experiences increased distance to the food shop has at
least one grid square where 30% or more of the population is elderly. This contrasts with places like
Amsterdam and Utrecht, where almost all the squares are below 30% of elderly. In some cases, the
percentage of elderly above 65 years old is even higher in areas where a food shop has closed. For instance,
in some villages, one or more squares have a percentage of 50% or more elderly above 65 years old, such as
Gasselte, Speuld, Meddo, IJzerloo, and Oudermirdum. A zoomed-in map of Gasselte is shown in Figure 5,
where the food shop disappeared. The percentage of elderly people above 65 years old is shown, wherein
several squares have 30% of elderly and even some more than 50%.  This suggests that these closures may
disproportionately affect elderly residents, who are generally more dependent on nearby facilities due to
mobility limitations.

Increased Distance to a Food Shop and
Share of Elderly Above 65 Years old
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Figure 4: Increased Distance and Elderly Above 65 Years Old (Own Image)

Figure 5: Elderly Above 65 Years Old  Gasselte (Own Image)
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Summary
This chapter showed how accessibility has
changed between 2016 and 2021, one of
the layers of the conceptual framework. In
this period, several rural villages
experienced increased distances to the
nearest food shop due to closures, such as
in Gelderland, Drenthe, and parts of
Limburg. While closures are often linked to
low revenue, another factor is that residents
prefer driving to larger, cheaper food shops
with more variety. Even linked to broader
demographic shifts such as population
decline, aging, and reduced demand,
households are smaller. These closures has
led to a decline in accessibility, especially
for elderly and less mobile residents. In
affected areas, over 30% and sometimes
50% of the population are elderly, showing
their disproportionate vulnerability. These
trends reflect a growing spatial injustice,
where essential services leave rural areas,
increasing inequality and weakening local
resilience.
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4.2 Consequences of Closures
How do food shop closures in rural Dutch villages affect residents’ daily routines and access to food?

This section builds on the layer of social dynamics from the conceptual framework. It uses concepts of
livability and the functional, social, and symbolic meanings of rural facilities to explore how food shop
closures affect rural residents. When a food shop closes, it disrupts the daily life of residents, and they need
to travel further for their groceries (Christiaanse & Haartsen, 2017). Although the Netherlands has alternative
options relatively close by for people with personal transport, it becomes more of a problem for the less
mobile (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). This part focuses uses the three impacts (functional, social, and symbolic)
a facility can have according to Haartsen and Gieling (2021).

Analysis of Regional Broadcasters
Table 3 shows the main findings from the analysis of news articles published by thirteen regional
broadcasters. It highlights recurring themes, regional differences, and the types of narratives used to report
on rural food shop closures.

The general code groups article segments that address functional, social, and symbolic impacts.  These texts
show a combined view of how closures impact daily life, communities, and local identities. Despite its
separate coding, each of these impact types will be addressed to its dedicated impact. 

Functional Impacts
Starting with the functional impacts, which are frequently reported (40 segments). These include increased
travel distances, reliance on transportation, and practical inconveniences due to food shop closures. This has
a big impact on less mobile groups, such as the elderly and disabled residents, who are strongly dependent on
local facilities for daily needs. However, when a food shop opens, the travel distance decreases and makes it
easier to buy groceries. Commonly mentioned in the articles is the need for residents to travel further away
after closures. For most of them, this distance is relatively short and can be easily accessed, however, this
becomes a problen for less mobile residents. For example, a resident interviewed by Omroep Flevoland
explained her dependence on taxi services and the need to make a long trip to Lemmer or Emmeloord if she
forgot an item (Omroep Flevoland, 2025).

Similarly, an elderly couple from Aldeboarn showed frustration over the closure of their local food shop.
Although the nearest store was only five kilometers away, the distance is a big problem due to their limited
mobility (Omrop Fryslân, 2022). In Noord-Brabant, another resident pointed out the inconvenience of having to
leave the village for groceries, with the nearest food shop located in surrounding towns. In her case, a farm
vending machine provided a limited backup option, but it was insufficient for daily needs (Omroep Brabant,
2023). These points show how the closure of a local food shop can disrupt everyday routines, particularly for
residents who have limited mobility and cannot adapt easily. What might seem like a minor inconvenience
might be a barrier to independence and well-being in practice.

Social Impacts
Social impacts appear the most in the articles (45 segments). Local food shops often act as community hubs,
creating informal and spontaneous interactions between residents. Their closure disrupts these interactions,
reducing daily social contact and potentially increasing isolation. Broadcasters from northern provinces such
as RTV Noord, Omroep Friesland, and RTV Drenthe emphasize these consequences, indicating the role of
food shops in maintaining social connections. Across the various regional broadcasts, the role of the food
shop as a meeting place was often mentioned. For instance, RTV Noord highlighted the unique social role that
village food shops have, particularly their function as more than just food shops. One shopkeeper noted that
while rural food shops might not always offer the lowest prices, they compensate through personal attention,
something often lacking in larger chain stores (RTV Noord, 2024a). Furthermore, a food shop owner described
herself as almost a social worker, with customers regularly sharing personal news, from health diagnoses to
pregnancy announcements (RTV Noord, 2021). This shows how much emotional and social value these
everyday interactions hold. Similarly, RTV Drenthe reported on efforts made by shop owners to encourage
social interaction, such as placing small tables by the window for customers to enjoy a coffee and chat with
neighbors (RTV Drenthe, 2024). These simple initiatives were considered just as important as the shop’s retail
function, showing again the idea that food shops in rural villages have an important social function as well.
Together, these examples show that food shops often serve as informal third places that create casual,
unplanned interaction and strengthen social cohesion within rural communities. Their loss affects more than
just access to groceries, it reduces social contact, especially for those who depend on these places for their
connection to others.

Symbolic Impacts
Symbolic impacts were also much reported (33 segments), however, these were mainly the same across the
broadcasters. Residents often view food shops as symbols of community livability, resilience, and local
identity. This is emphasized by broadcasters like RTV Oost (6) and Omroep West (6), highlighting the
emotional and symbolic consequences for village communities. Residents commonly described the loss of
their food shop as taking the soul out of the village and felt a decline in overall livability, mentioned by several
broadcasts such as RTV Oost (2022), RTV Noord (2024b), and RTV Drenthe (2020). 

Regional Differences
Besides the impacts of closures, regional differences can be observed in how these closures are reported. For
example, northern broadcasters (RTV Noord, Omroep Friesland, RTV Drenthe) frequently highlight social and
functional impacts, which might be that there is more dependence on local food shops. Eastern and Western
broadcasters (RTV Oost, Omroep West) strongly focus on symbolic and functional aspects, suggesting varied
regional views of food shops' roles as more than just practical needs. Minimal or no reporting from certain
broadcasters such as RTV Rijnmond, Omroep Gelderland, and L1 might reflect either fewer problems in these
areas or differences in reporting priorities or terminology used. The lower frequency of reported impacts in
these regions does not necessarily mean fewer challenges.

Table 3: Coding of Content Analysis
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Trends in general
Furthermore, some general patterns can be observed, such as situations where supermarkets repeatedly
closed, reopened, and eventually closed again. For example, in Ammerstol where after 6 months the food
shop closed again (Omroep West, 2024). This shows the underlying economic or demographic challenges
despite community efforts to maintain local services. Almost all articles from broadcasters mentioned the
impact closures have on elderly and less mobile residents, showing their dependence on local food shops.
Overall, there is a consistent recognition across most regions that food shop closures impact rural community
life, both socially and practically. These insights showcase the importance of local food shops more than their
primary function, showing their role in maintaining social cohesion and the symbolic identity of rural
communities.

Summary
The closure of rural food shops has a negative effect on the social dynamics. Functionally, they reduce access
to daily needs, especially for less mobile groups like the elderly. Socially, it affects places for informal contact
and decreases social cohesion. Symbolically, they represent a loss of identity and livability. These impacts
confirm the framework by Haartsen & Gieling (2021) and illustrate how closures affect both objective and
subjective livability. They also show spatial injustices, as vulnerable groups are disproportionately affected by
declining services in their area. As mentioned in the theoretical framework, food is a basic need according to
Maslow (1943). However, this chapter shows that food provision can go further than only fulfilling basic
needs, as it serves as a social meeting place as well. Overall, the closure of rural food shops results in a
decline in livability. 

4.3 Policy and Strategy Responses
What strategies or initiatives have been implemented to prevent closures or mitigate the effects of rural food
shop closures?

This chapter focuses on the governance layer of the conceptual framework. It takes the role of public
institutions, policies, and community-led initiatives into account in addressing the closures. Starting with how
Dutch provinces address the decline of rural food shops in their strategies on spatial planning and the
environment. It explores how the problem is framed, what future is envisioned for small villages, and which
strategies are proposed. Furthermore, practical examples and initiatives have been researched to create an
overview of examples. To combine them, a set of strategies is proposed from the visions and examples. 

Provincial Policy
Information from the twelve strategies on spatial planning and the environment is categorized into three main
themes, starting with the problem. This captures whether the document acknowledges the decline of facilities
and how this issue is described. Secondly, the vision, what future do the provinces envision for small villages,
mainly focusing on the relation to livability and facilities. Lastly, for the strategies, what actions or approaches
are mentioned to address them.

Problem
Several provinces acknowledge the problem in rural areas, such as an aging population, population decline,
and shrinking household sizes. Provinces such as Provincie Friesland (2020), Provincie Utrecht (2021), and
Provincie Limburg (2021) show how these trends have an impact on the local facilities. While most provinces
mention the overall decline of facilities in villages, Provincie Zeeland (2023) even mentioned the closure of
food shops in their document. They connect this to functional problems and the decline of social cohesion,
especially affecting older, less mobile residents. Overall, the problem of declining rural services is widely
recognized.

Vision
Nearly all reviewed documents include some form of vision of the future of rural areas. In some cases, the
vision is described in general terms, while others are more concrete and tailored. Such as the one in Provincie
Noord-Brabant (2018), where they want to ensure that living, working, and staying in Brabant will continue to
be good in the future. On the other hand, Provincie Limburg (2021) mentioned having basic services and
facilities to ensure attractive places to live, work, and stay, with special attention for small villages. Common
themes include maintaining the level of facilities, ensuring accessible facilities, and supporting livable
villages. Several provinces explicitly state that the livability of rural communities is a priority in their spatial
planning strategies. The Provincie Zeeland (2023) document emphasizes inclusivity, stating that everything
must be accessible. Explicitly including the poor and people with disabilities.

Strategy
Across provincial policy visions, several strategies are proposed to maintain livability and important facilities
in rural areas. In Provincie Groningen (2025) and Provincie Zuid-Holland (2024), small-scale housing
development is encouraged to sustain services and support the social connections of smaller villages.
Provincie Zuid-Holland (2024) mentioned the concept of "een straatje erbij" (adding a small row of houses) to
ensure that the population and facilities remain stable, especially in vulnerable areas. Provincie Friesland
(2020), on the other hand, supports bottom-up initiatives, empowering local communities to take ownership in
maintaining their livability. Another strategy, which can be found in the documents of Provincie Friesland
(2020), Provincie Limburg (2021), and Provincie Zeeland (2023), is the clustering or integration of daily
services for long-term sustainability. These include facilities like food shops, primary schools, village halls,
general practitioners, and public transport. 
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Furthermore, Provincie Noord-Holland (2018), Provincie Zeeland (2023), and Provincie Zuid-Holland (2024)
emphasize the possible role of tourism for maintaining rural livability, mentioning that the services provided
by recreational parks can benefit nearby residents as well. Finally, Provincie Zeeland (2023) proposes
enhancing accessibility through smart mobility solutions and digital connectivity, particularly for residents in
villages without basic facilities.

Practical Examples and Initiatives
To further build on the insights from the policy visions, additional documents and examples are used from
different sources. The first source is a publication from the Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom Relations,
written by Moerkamp (2015). This document explains several food shop related strategies and highlights a
pilot project focused on maintaining rural food access.  Furthermore, the website of Katalys was used to find
additional food shop-related initiatives. Katalys is a Dutch foundation that supports citizen initiatives aimed at
strengthening social cohesion, local democracy, and sustainable community development (Katalys, 2024). In
addition to this, several interviews have been conducted with associations supporting small villages in the
Netherlands, including the LVKK (Landelijke Vereniging voor Kleine Kernen). These associations promote the
livability of rural communities by providing knowledge, networks, and advice to residents (LVKK, n.d.). Below
are several initiatives explained from the documents and initiatives, which are categorized in strategies for
maintaining local food shops and alternatives when a physical food shop is no longer feasible.

Strategies for Maintaining and Strengthening Local Shops
As mentioned in the previous chapters, closures of rural food shops are often the result of economic
pressures, demographic shifts, and changing mobility patterns. However, in some villages, local communities
have come up with creative, practical initiatives to maintain or restore a local food shop. These initiatives
focus on the social role of the food shop as a place for everyday interaction and its symbolic meaning as a
village identity and livability, besides the functional need for groceries.

Oostwold
In the document of Moerkamp (2015), Oostwold is explained, a village where services and facilities began to
decline. In response to this, a plan was created to combine several facilities into one multifunctional building
to keep the costs down. The food shop in this building would primarily be run by volunteers to keep the food
shop affordable. Besides that, it would work with people from a care organization that offers work
opportunities to individuals with disabilities. Nearly all of Oostwold’s local services are now housed in this
multi-functional building, including the community associations. The food shop already offers services such
as dry cleaning and home delivery to create more revenue. Additionally, the village cooperative is exploring
partnerships with local businesses for extra income, such as catering for company canteens. This approach
prevents closure, supports social inclusion, and preserves the shop’s symbolic role as a central meeting place.

Oldeberkoop
In Olderbekoop, explained in Moerkamp (2015), the food shop is operated by a care organization that provides
employment opportunities for people who are distant from the labor market. The food shop brings together
several services in addition to groceries, it has an ATM, a small pharmacy, a PostNL service point, and a dry-
cleaning service. These services contribute to the store’s revenue model. However, its largest source of
income is the delivery service to people with disabilities living independently or in supported housing. On the
cost side, the food shop works with ten clients under the Social Support Act to keep the cost down. Overall,
this initiative keeps access to essential services while creating social inclusion through employment and
support for vulnerable groups.

Eext
In Eext, a village described by Moerkamp (2015), residents formed a cooperative to save their local food shop
after the owner stepped down. Households bought shares of €100–€500, which funded the inventory. In
return, they will receive an annual 8% interest as store credit. On top of this, most households pay a €20 per
year fee to support operating costs, resulting in a stable income for the food shop. Additional income comes
from renting property to a hair salon and supplying a nearby shop on a campsite. This cooperative model
focuses on the continued operation of the food shop and strengthens social cohesion by creating a sense of
collective ownership. Besides that, it strengthens the perceived village identity, as it still has a food shop.

Herwen
Furthermore, De Gelderlander (2025) mentions in an article the local food shop of Herwen, which came up
during an interview with DKK Gelderland. This food shop has been run by volunteers for more than ten years.
The shop serves as a place for daily groceries, and is a social meeting place as well. In addition to groceries,
visitors can buy tickets for local events, use an ATM, or gather for informal interaction. Since 2013, the shop
has also featured a coffee table offering free coffee, a pétanque (jeu-de-boules) court, and a covered outdoor
area where local youth can hang out. Functionally, it provides essential services such as basic food items,
ticket sales for local events, and access to an ATM. Socially, it serves as an informal meeting point and
reduces isolation. 

Sauwerd
Katalys (2023a) explained that the village of Sauwerd, where the closure of the last food shop in 2016 led to a
loss of essential services. In response, residents started a petition that led to a new food shop run by a
cooperative, with three-quarters of households contributing €20 annually to show local support. Functionally,
the shop restores daily services by combining groceries with a post office, a coffee table, and plans for a
medicine pick-up point. This clustering of functions is an important part of the revenue model. The shop
focuses on local suppliers as well, which attracts residents who are interested in regional products. Besides
restoring services, the food shop contributes to social cohesion within the village. It has become a place
where people meet each other who otherwise would not connect. Besides some paid workers, the shop has
roughly 60 to 70 volunteers. Most households contribute yearly, showing the shop’s role in bringing back both
services and community feeling. 

Alternatives
In villages where maintaining a food shop is no longer feasible, alternative solutions have started to restore
food access. These initiatives mainly address functional accessibility, such as mobile food shops or unstaffed
local shops. However, as seen in Chapter 4.2, they often fail to replace the social role and symbolic meaning
of a food shop. The examples below show how these alternatives can help in practical ways.
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Despite challenges like vehicle upkeep and finding volunteers, it shows how a mobile model can improve food
access and create social connections. Overall, it provides some access to food in underserved areas but lacks
permanent space for social interaction. While encounters may occur when the mobile food shop is present,
these opportunities disappear as soon as it moves.

Pantry 
The Pantry is an initiative that started in Wilp, which provides unstaffed local food shops in areas with limited
access to daily groceries (Pantry, n.d.-a). These small shops have fresh, locally produced goods such as
vegetables, fruit, dairy, and meat. The concept was developed to offer both convenience for residents in
underserved areas and fair compensation for local farmers and producers. The pantry can be accessed using
a

De Blauw Tomaat 
The initiative mentioned by Katalys (2023b) is De Blauwe
Tomaat. This is a mobile food shop (SRV-van) that
operates in several neighborhoods in Arnhem. It started
to make healthy food accessible for people with low
incomes, and at the same time reduce food waste.
Although initially focused on food, the project has
developed into a broader social meeting point for
residents. Regular customers often engage in
conversation and receive informal support, contributing
to reduced loneliness and improved community
connection. In addition to regular sales, the initiative
delivers fruit packages to local businesses and offers
subscriptions to generate stable income. 

Recognition
These strategies focus on recognizing early signs of closure and developing village-specific responses. They
focus on proactive action to prevent decline before it becomes irreversible, by involving residents and
acknowledging the unique needs. The goal is to protect the shop's function and strengthen its social and
symbolic meaning through local ownership and public awareness.

1.Raising Awareness of Possible Closures
One insight from interviews with BOKD and DKK Gelderland was the importance of early awareness of
revenue decline. By making residents aware that a food shop is at risk of closing, residents are more likely to
act in time to keep the food shop alive. Awareness helps restore the understanding that if a shop is no longer
used, it will eventually disappear. It aims to keep the shop functional and keep its symbolic meaning. 

2.Tailored Approaches per Village
Every village is different, therefore, there is no one-size-fits-all solutions. This was emphasized across
interviews with various associations, highlighting the importance of developing plans with the community
rather than for the community. When residents are actively involved with the initiative, it becomes their project
and not just a project.  This was emphasized during the interview with BOKD, that if they work on their own
plan with support, they feel a stronger sense of ownership. Instead of top-down implementation, these
approaches create social cohesion by providing solutions directly within local networks.

Maintain foodshop
If the strategies mentioned above are not enough, practical strategies can stabilize or restore food shops.
These approaches focus on restoring the shop’s economic sustainability, enhancing its social function, and
preserving its symbolic meaning in a village. Strategies range from small-scale residential development and
cooperative models to clustering services and engaging volunteers or care organizations. 

3. Small-Scale Housing Development
One approach is small-scale housing development on the edge of villages. This helps to sustain the local
population and results in more people who use and rely on these facilities. Eventually, this may lead to more
possible consumers for the food shop. This strategy supports the shop’s functional feasibility over time by
having a bigger catchment area.

4. Community Driven
At the beginning of this chapter, several community-driven initiatives were explained. One example is a
cooperative model, where community members collectively own and operate the food shop. A cooperative is
a business or organization owned and managed by a group of people for their mutual benefit, such as having
a local shop (KVK & CBS, 2025). However, as noted by a representative from VKKL, the long-term viability of
such initiatives often depends on the presence of an entrepreneurial individual capable of managing the
business. Furthermore, ensuring a stable income for the food shop makes it more viable. For instance,
residents in Eext and Sauwerd contribute an annual fee of €20 to help sustain their local food initiatives. Other
communities have started partnerships with local businesses and organizations to expand services. An
example is Olderbekoop, where cooperative efforts include the delivery of groceries. Similarly, the initiative
Blauwe Tomaat delivers fruit packages to nearby businesses, showing how collaboration can enhance both
financial sustainability and service reach. These models strengthen social cohesion, provide a sense of
symbolic value, and ensure access to a food shop.

5. Clustering Services 
The clustering of local services is another way to be financially sustainable. This is mentioned in several
policy documents from provinces, and an example can be found in Oostwold. Where the food shop, school,
community associations, and other services were brought together in one building. In other cases, food shops
include services such as a post office, ATM, dry cleaning, or delivery, thereby creating additional income. This
approach is mentioned by several associations during interviews and even mentioned in the NahDa-project
(SPES Zukunftsmodelle, n.d). NahDA is an initiative in supported by the European Union focused on
developing future-proof models for local food and service provision in rural areas. 

a mobile app, which is the payment system as well. Using
the app may be a barrier for elderly people due to
technological challenges, a concern that also emerged
during the interview with DKK Gelderland. However, the
Pantry cannot fully replace a food shop, as the social
function is lost. It is only a viable option when a shop is
no longer feasible. Overall, it improves food access in
underserved areas but lacks opportunities for social
interaction, as there are no staff present at the Pantry.

Strategies
Based on reviewed documents and interviews, this research identifies a set of strategies aimed at addressing
the decline of rural services and food access in small villages. While many provincial visions remain
conceptual, local initiatives show practical solutions. Across these initiatives, common patterns can be
observed, which have been synthesized into strategies. Together, these strategies address different stages of
rural food retail decline and the multidimensional role of the food shop, such as functional, social, and
symbolic meaning. Three main categories of strategies are formed from the initiatives and provincial
documents mentioned above. First are recognition-based strategies, focused on the importance of reacting to
closures and tailored interventions. The second strategies are aimed at maintaining or restoring the food
shop, focusing on its feasibility and integration into the community. Finally, where a food shop is no longer
feasible, alternative strategies are created to maintain basic food access.

Figure 6: De Blauwe Tomaat (Rheden Nieuws, 2023)

Figure 7: Pantry (Pantry, n.d.-b)
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Moreover, as highlighted by someone from VKKL, the facility needs to offer something unique. Since
residents may still travel to nearby villages for shopping, creating a distinct identity can keep visitors, such as
combining multiple functions in one location. A great addition is the placement of a small table where
residents could meet and have a coffee, encouraging social interaction between neighbors. Clustering
creates a multifunctional meeting space, strengthening both social networks and symbolic place identity,
while keeping access to food.

6.Involving Volunteers and Care Organizations
To keep the cost of a food shop low, engaging with volunteers or care organizations can reduce costs. In
Oostwold, for example, individuals with disabilities work in the food shop through a care provider. In
Oldeberkoop, the shop is run by a care organization and supported by individuals within a distance to the
labor market, contributing both to social inclusion and cost reduction. Although, as mentioned by someone
from DKK Gelderland, working with volunteers comes with challenges. Continuity is a major concern, as such
initiatives rely on dependable individuals for longer periods, and it is less flexible. Younger people and those
with families are often less willing to have such a commitment, they prefer short-term and project-based
involvement. Although it has some obstacles, it is feasible, as can be seen in Herwen. Overall, engaging
volunteers or care organizations helps lower costs, making it more feasible, and creates social inclusion.

Alternatives
In some villages, maintaining a food shop is no longer feasible due to structural decline. In these cases,
alternative models aim to have at least the functional need for food access. They often lack social interaction
and the symbolic meaning previously offered by a local shop. Therefore, additional efforts to maintain
informal meeting spaces are needed for social cohesion, especially for vulnerable groups.

7. Mobile Food Services
A strategy to enhance food accessibility and some form of community interaction is the use of mobile food
services. Such as the Blauwe Tomaat in Arnhem, this former SRV-van brings food to neighborhoods and
combines food access with social interaction. This is particularly valuable in areas where maintaining a
permanent shop is not feasible. These mobile services provide functional access and can also function as
temporary social meeting points, especially for people with limited mobility or income.

8. Smart Mobility and Digital Access
Another strategy mentioned is the use of smart mobility and digital access by the province of Zeeland,
although specific plans remain vague. An example of this is the use of an app to access food at unstaffed
locations, like Pantry. These strategies focus on functional needs but may exclude certain groups (e.g., the
elderly), and do not replace the social role of a shop.

9. Ensure Informal Meeting Spaces
If maintaining a food shop in the village is not feasible, it is still important to have places where residents can
meet informally, such as a school or, community center. This was especially emphasized by someone from
Groningerdorpen. Overall, this is to still have informal meeting places for social cohesion, especially for
vulnerable groups.

Summary
Most provinces recognize the decline of rural facilities and emphasize the importance of livability in their
visions. However, concrete strategies to maintain or restore food access are often general. In contrast, local
initiatives offer more practical and community-driven solutions, such as cooperatives, multifunctional
buildings, and mobile services. This contrast shows that while policy acknowledges the issue, effective action
often comes from the local level. The findings showcase the importance of combining provincial vision with
local initiative, especially in efforts to maintain accessibility and support livability in small villages. Overall, the
strategies proposed start with recognition, then move on to strategies on maintaining the food shop, and
lastly, finding alternatives. To make it more visual, the next page includes a poster of the proposed strategies.
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Maintaining Food Shop

Alternatives

Small-Scale Housing
Small-scale housing at village edges can increase the local population
and food shop use.

Community Driven
This focuses on bottom-up cooperatives with shared ownership.
Supporting long-term feasibility through annual member fees and
partnerships with businesses.

Clustering Services
Clustering services increases financial sustainability. Such as a shared
building that has a food shop, a school, and associations. Or in shop
services like ATMs, dry cleaners, or a coffee table to socialize. This works
best when the facility offers something unique to keep locals from
shopping elsewhere.

Involving Volunteers & Care Organizations
Using volunteers or care organizations can reduce shop costs and
support social inclusion. 

Mobile Food Services
Mobile food services improve access and create social interaction by
bringing food directly to neighborhoods.

Smart Mobility & Digital Access
The use of smart mobility and digital access. For example, unstaffed food
shops.

Ensure Informal Meeting Places
If a food shop is not feasible, other informal meeting places like schools
or community centers are important.

Strategies for Closures of Rural Food Shops

These strategies are for places where a permanent food shop is not feasible, having
alternatives to ensure food access and social cohesion.

Recognition

Tailored Approaches
Every village is unique, so plans must be made with instead of for the
community. When residents help with the initiative, it becomes their own

Rasing Awarenes
When residents know a food shop is at risk, they are more likely to act in
time to prevent closure. 

These strategies focus on maintaining or restoring a local food shop by strengthening its
feasibility.

!

These strategies are focused on early recognition of potential closures and the importance of
case-by-case tailoring, that each village needs a unique approach.

Together, these strategies show several categories from recognition to
maintaining a food shop to searching for alternatives. Begin with
recognition strategies, if these are insufficient, continue with the next
categories following the arrows.

Conclusion
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Title: Fresh Company Koningsplein Amsterdam
Source: Albert Heijn Erfgoed

5.1 Reflection and Theoretical Connection 
The findings of this research show that the closure of rural food shops is not just a matter of spatial distance.
It needs to be approached through a multidimensional lens of livability, accessibility, and spatial justice, which
helps explain how the different impacts are connected.

Starting with livability, where the closure of food shops reduces objective and subjective livability. Where
objective livability is focused on the loss of access to essential services, particularly affecting those who do
not have the mobility to travel to food shops located further away. On the other hand, subjective livability is
about the closure of food shops disrupting daily routines, decreasing opportunities for informal interactions,
and affecting community cohesion and identity (Haartsen & Gieling, 2021). Chapter 4.2 shows that these food
shops are more than locations to buy food. They are social hubs that create connections and improve social
cohesion, especially important for elderly and less mobile residents. As they have fewer opportunities for a
social network outside their village, due to their mobility. These findings align with the multiple roles of rural
facilities, having both practical needs and social well-being.

Moreover, accessibility is a multidimensional theoretical lens to look at the problem. Chapter 4.1 indicates
this through the finding that geographic distances to supermarkets increased from 2016 to 2021 in several
villages. Chapter 4.2 then builds on this by showing the individual characteristics that shape the impact of
these closures, such as age and physical mobility. These results align with the people-based accessibility
framework (Kwan, 1998), which recognizes that place-based accessibility does not fully capture access to
food. The findings show that individual constraints and temporal limitations affect food accessibility in rural
settings significantly.

In the content analysis of Chapter 4.2, the framework of Haartsen and Gieling’s (2021) showcased that the
effects of food shop closures can be functional, social, and symbolic. Starting with the functional impact,
where residents must travel further for daily needs, limiting independence for elderly and less mobile
residents. Socially, a closure results in the loss of “third places” that encourage informal interactions, increase
social cohesion, and reduce loneliness. Symbolically, shops often serve as indicators of village sustainability,
where the disappearance is perceived as a sign of livability decline. 

This complexity shows that the idea of food deserts is too limited, as it mainly focuses on distance. The
findings in Chapter 4.2 and the content analysis show that it is more complex than this. Even in cases where a
food shop is nearby, residents may still experience food insecurity due to limited mobility. This is in line with
the refinement of the concept of food access by Jansen et al. (2022), which shows the need to integrate
social and personal characteristics when assessing food access. Therefore, food access should not only be
seen as geographical but also with social and personal characteristics.

Finally, the findings show some forms of spatial injustice. The closure of rural food shops results in
distributive injustice, as some communities have seen a decrease in access to food shops. This becomes
especially clear when looking at urban versus rural areas. As Mahon et al. (2023) argue, rural communities
often face distributive inequalities in services in comparison to urban areas. This research shows that rural
food shop closures in the Netherlands disproportionately affect elderly and less mobile residents, reduce
social cohesion, and increase spatial injustices. These closures are a result of demographic decline, mobility
changes, and shifting consumer behavior.
 

By linking accessibility, livability, and spatial justice, this research provides a multidimensional understanding
of rural food accessibility and shows how closures disproportionately affect already vulnerable groups. These
insights form a set of strategies, based on the findings of the sub-questions and the theoretical framework.
Those strategies consist of three categories: recognition, maintaining the food shop, and alternatives. 
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Recognition (S1 & S2)             
The first category includes strategies that focus on recognition before further strategies need to be taken.
Raising early awareness (S1) of decreasing revenue is needed to prevent closures, resulting in that residents
can take action. This not only supports functional sustainability, but also symbolically restores the value of
the shop as a main part of village life. Similarly, tailoring solutions to each village (S2) acknowledges local
uniqueness and creates local ownership. This aligns with recognitional justice, acknowledging diverse
community needs, and supports subjective livability.

Strategies to Maintain the Shop (S3–S6)        
The second category focuses on maintaining or restoring the food shop. Small-scale housing development
(S3) helps sustain the customer base. Community-driven initiatives like cooperatives (S4) create social
cohesion and allow people to take ownership. Clustering services (S5) increase financial feasibility and create
new multifunctional centers that serve both functional and social purposes. Engaging with volunteers and
care organizations (S6) adds to both social inclusion and cost reduction. These strategies focus on
accessibility and support livability by maintaining access to food, restoring community cohesion, and
maintaining the identity of the village. 

Alternatives (S7–S9) 
When maintaining a shop is no longer feasible, alternative strategies need to be taken. Mobile food services
(S7) and smart solutions like the Pantry (S8) aim to have some level of food access. However, the most
important strategy is to preserve informal meeting spaces (S9). Even without a shop, informal interactions are
important for social cohesion. Having places that can replace the social function of these food shops is
necessary, such as community centers or schools. These strategies often focus on restoring basic
accessibility. 

5.2 Evaluation of Research
Although this study provides useful insights, this part reflects on the strengths and limitations of the research
and the findings. 

Strengths
A strength of this research is the use of triangulation, by combining geospatial analysis, content analysis of
regional media, and provincial documents review. This methodological difference allows for a better
understanding of the problem. This research links the increased travel distances (Chapter 4.1) with the
consequences of food shop closures (Chapter 4.2), combining spatial trends with social consequences.
Additionally, the integration of literature with policy documents and practical examples (Chapter 4.3)
showcases the relevance of findings for policymakers and communities. Moreover, the study has an
interdisciplinary orientation and shows practical relevance by proposing strategies for policymakers and
communities. Focusing on the spatial part, but also taking the social and symbolic parts into account for a
holistic overview of the problem.

Limitations
Despite these strengths, the research has several limitations. First, the available data resulted in some
constraints. For example, the proximity to food shops was measured using CBS data, which only contains
supermarkets larger than 150 m². Therefore, smaller shops that closed are not visible in the data.
Furthermore, the data analyzed covers the years up to 2021, making it somewhat dated. The reason for this is
the availability of data on the CBS website. Additionally, the data for the percentage of people above 65 years
old might be a misrepresentation of reality. For example, a square with five elderly residents could show up as
100%, even though the absolute number is minimal.

Second, the content analysis of regional broadcasters may have introduced selection bias, as the articles
included could be different if they were repeated. While the study included all 13 regional media platforms,
some produced few relevant articles around food shop closures, like Omroep Gelderland. Even though this
region experienced many food shop closures, as mentioned in Chapter 4.1. This gap may reflect differences in
reporting focus or terminology rather than the absence of social impacts in those areas. Besides that, this
could also be the case with the selection of policy documents, some of them are concepts or much shorter,
others are dated. Therefore, these policy documents might not be a full representation of a province. Finally,
qualitative coding has some subjectivity and bias from the researcher. Despite systematic categorization, it
may introduce subjectivity.

To address these limitations, several recommendations can be made. First, for data providers such as CBS,
expanding datasets to include smaller food shops under 150 m² would improve the accuracy. Regular
updates to supermarket accessibility data are also recommended, especially given the regularly changing
retail landscape. Second, for researchers, combining grid-based data with point-based geospatial methods
could improve precision. Regarding content analysis, future studies could complement regional media
sources with interviews or local newsletters to reduce regional reporting bias. Together, these improvements
would create more depth, comparability, and reliability of future research.

5.3 Implications for Knowledge Users
The findings of this research have implications for several knowledge user groups, particularly policymakers,
rural communities, and academic researchers. The groups can use these insights from this research to create
more equitable solutions and approaches to rural food access. 

Policy Makers
For policymakers, this study shows the importance of looking further than the spatial part when addressing
food accessibility. The disproportionate impacts on elderly and less mobile residents show the need for more
approaches that take them into account as well. Besides that, the problem of food provision is much more
than only functional and cannot be seen alone from the social and symbolic aspect. This is especially the
case when creating strategies and visions. While provincial policy visions often acknowledge the decline of
rural services, concrete strategies are generally vague. This research provides practical examples of bottom-
up initiatives, such as cooperatives, multifunctional buildings, and mobile food services, which could result in
more specific policy responses.

Rural Communities
For rural communities themselves, this research offers insights into the broader consequences of food shop
closures. The analysis of local initiatives shows that community-led responses are both feasible and
impactful. Examples such as shops with volunteers, clustering of services, or cooperatives show how
communities can maintain the food shop. This study shows the symbolic and social roles of food shops as
places for informal contact and village identity. By understanding these aspects, communities may gather
support when facing potential closures. Communities must recognize the signs of a potential closure early, so
they can respond before it is too late.

Academic Researchers
With this research, a set of strategies is proposed. Academic researchers could build on this work by further
exploring the long-term effectiveness of local strategies or extending the temporal part of food shop closures. 
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5.4 Theoretical implications
This study aligns with Dutch research by Haartsen & Gieling (2021) and Christiaanse (2020), confirming that
rural supermarkets fulfill symbolic and social roles beyond their functional role. Which can be found in
Chapter 4.2. Closures disrupt convenience, social cohesion, and the village identity felt by villagers. It
contributes new insights by combining regional spatial patterns (via GIS) with qualitative experiences (via
content analysis), understanding rural service decline. In contrast to urban-focused food desert studies (e.g.,
Helbich et al., 2017; Janssen et al., 2022), this research shows that in rural areas, distance to food shops
alone is insufficient. Personal mobility, income, and social isolation are more important in terms of food
access, challenging assumptions that physical distance is the main problem.

5.5 Contribution to Knowledge
This research makes several contributions to the academic understanding of rural food access. It develops a
multi-dimensional framework that integrates accessibility, social dynamics, and governance, offering a
holistic view of the consequences of food shop closures. By combining GIS-based spatial analysis with
qualitative methods, the study combines quantitative data with experiences in rural areas. This approach
shows how closures impact accessibility, livability, and spatial justice. Finally, the research adds practical
value by proposing a set of strategies, offering examples that can inform both academic and policy. 

5.6 Future Research
While this research provides an analysis of rural food shop closures in the Netherlands between 2016 and
2021, several parts remain open for future research. Below are several future research ideas proposed.

Data
This study was limited to the years 2016–2021 due to data availability. Future research could have a longer
time frame to better capture rural food access. Furthermore, future studies could explore point-based
geospatial methods to improve precision in identifying closures.

Digital Grocery Solutions           
Digital food access, such as home delivery, mobile apps, and unstaffed stores (e.g., The Pantry), was not fully
explored in this study. 

Effectiveness of Strategies         
While this thesis proposed a set of strategies, their long-term feasibility remains unclear. Future research
could focus on the effectiveness of these strategies and what lessons can be learned. 

Local Solutions 
This thesis provided an overview of local initiatives but did not explore them in full detail due to scope
limitations. Future studies could conduct in-depth case studies of these initiatives.

Social Functions             
Future research could focus on innovative ways on how the social function can be preserved in places where
food shops are no longer feasible.
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Title: Dirk van den Broek Amsterdam
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How do rural food shop closures in the Netherlands impact population groups, and what strategies can either
prevent closures or mitigate the effects of closures?

This thesis addresses the research question and finds that the closures of rural food shops in the Netherlands
disproportionately affect vulnerable groups, resulting in reduced access to food and social cohesion. The
strategies proposed focus on recognition, maintaining a food shop, and alternatives. Overall, strategies should
also consider the symbolic and social functions of shops, besides the functional of providing food.

Regarding Chapter 4.1, this research mapped spatiotemporal patterns of closures between 2016 and 2021,
showing a decline in rural areas in the North, South, and East of the Netherlands. Over this period, many rural
communities in these places saw an increase in the distance to the nearest food shop. The socio-
demographics of these areas show a high percentage of people above 65 years old living in those villages,
often exceeding the average of the Netherlands. Elderly and less mobile residents are disproportionately
affected because of their limited mobility when food shops disappear from rural areas. Youth migration and
declining household sizes have resulted in reduced local demand for food shops. Furthermore, changing
consumer habits have reduced demand as well. As residents shop at larger food shops, small rural stores
lose revenue and will eventually close. 

Chapter 4.2 showed how closures of food shops in rural Dutch villages impact both the daily routines and
well-being of residents. Even small increases in distance can cause difficulties for those without access to a
car or public transport, particularly elderly and less mobile residents. Besides access to healthy food, closures
reduce access to important social meeting places. Chapter 4.2 identified three impacts to explain the effect
of a closure, consisting of functional, social, or symbolic impacts. When a food shop closes, it results in an
increased distance to food (functional), disproportionately affecting elderly and less mobile residents.
Furthermore, informal meeting places that support social cohesion will be gone (social). The symbolic impact
results often in a perceived decline of a village’s identity and livability. These impacts show the role of rural
food shops, highlighting their functional, social, and symbolic importance to rural communities. These shops
provide food while being important social places as well.

The findings from SQ3 proposed a set of strategies for preventing closures or mitigating the effects of
closures. At the provincial level, the decline of rural facilities is recognized, but concrete policies are often
missing. Local and citizen-led initiatives provide more practical, bottom-up initiatives. From these initiatives, a
set of nine strategies is proposed, grouped into three overarching categories. First are focused on recognition
(S1 & S2), such as awareness of potential closures and the importance of case-by-case tailoring. Second are
strategies aimed at maintaining a food shop (S3, S4, S5 & S6), such as bottom-up initiatives and the clustering
of services within a single building. Overall, these strategies aim to keep the food shop available in the village.
Finally, in situations where a conventional food shop is no longer feasible, alternatives become necessary (S7,
S8 & S9). The most important one is the preservation of social meeting places to maintain informal social
contact. Innovative solutions, such as app-based unstaffed food shops, also offer ways to have some form of
food access.

The findings of this research confirm that food shop closures are not isolated events but are part of a broader
trend in rural areas. This includes the decline of local services in rural villages and the aging population. In
rural areas, physical distance, mobility, and social meaning are interconnected, confirming the proposed
conceptual framework that everything relates to each other. Even where food shops are nearby, they may be
inaccessible to some, due to age or personal mobility. Therefore, addressing rural food access needs to be
addressed with tailored and inclusive approaches, instead of a one-size-fits-all approach. Overall, food shop
closures are not just about food access, it is about social cohesion, community identity, and spatial justice in
rural areas.

Looking back, supermarkets did not exist in the Netherlands before the 1950s. In the next few decades, a
whole new food retail landscape could emerge where supermarkets are not the same as nowadays. However,
it remains important to have places where people can connect and strengthen social cohesion.
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Appendix A Interview Questions
Introductie

Wat is uw functie binnen de organisatie?
Wat is de rol en het doel van uw organisatie?
Heeft uw organisatie specifiek aandacht voor supermarktvoorzieningen in kleine kernen?

Probleem
Ziet u de sluiting van dorpssupermarkten als een groeiend probleem in bepaalde regio’s?
In welke gebieden speelt dit probleem het sterkst volgens u?

Strategien
Welke initiatieven ziet u die effectief zijn in het behoud of herstel van supermarktvoorzieningen in dorpen?
Wordt er gewerkt met coöperaties, multifunctionele gebouwen of samenwerking met zorginstellingen?
Zijn er ook andere initiatieven die uitgevoerd kunnen worden, zoals een rijdende supermarkt (SRV-wagen)? 
Speelt digitalisering (bijvoorbeeld online bestellen en afhaalpunten) een rol bij het behoud van
voorzieningen?

Successen en Challenges
Wat zijn volgens u de belangrijkste succesfactoren voor een dorpssupermarkt?
Wat zijn veelvoorkomende valkuilen of risico’s bij burgerinitiatieven gericht op dorpsvoorzieningen?

Extra Informatie
Heeft u voorbeelden van projecten of initiatieven waar ik meer over zou kunnen lezen?

Appendix B Content Analysis
Added on the next few pages below
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