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What is RURALPLAN? 

A new method for local societal planning was developed in order to 

▪ safeguard that demographic changes were addressed adequately

▪ to promote innovative solutions to handle demographic changes

▪ to ensure local participation, co-creation, place-based solutions 

This method is labelled RUPIL (RUral Planning and Innovation Lab)

Tested in three rural municipalities in Norway, Sweden and Switzerland in 
2024. 





Age structure: from pyramid to «stabbur»
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Respons to demographic changes in 
local planning and politics

Hospers (2018)

• Trivialization

• Countering

• Accepting-adapting

• Utilizing

-------

 «Hybrid-respons» (Hagen et al. 
2022)

Unwillingness to 
realize/address the issue.
Stigma – feeling of “loosing”

Existing theories, models, 
practices: growth-oriented



Municipal plans in Innlandet (Norway):

▪ 20 of 31 shrinking municipalities have 
population growth as a goal in the 
coming years

▪ A few have population stabilization as a 
goal

▪ Few problematize the gap between 
population development and their own 
goals for growth.

▪ Adaptation strategy regarding services 
such as kindergartens, schools and 
elderly care. 

▪ There is no connection between the 
sector plans with adaptation and the 
municipal master plans with growth.









Recommendations for local planning
(from research and earlier projects)

▪ Accept the demographic changes – included them as a central part of 
the planning process at all levels (“realistic planning” – “evidence based 
planning”)

▪ Innovation (in planning and in solutions) and rural transformation 
needed to meet challenges

▪ Decoupling shrinkage from failure

▪ Development and “success” – more than population growth (quality of 
life, well-being, inclusion, natural environment, entrepreneurs, etc.). 
Develop new types of goals/strategies

▪ Citizen engagement and co-creation important –democracy/legitimacy

▪ Collaboration between sectors, levels, etc. (multi-level governance)

; a need to develop knowledge-based and innovative theories, models and 
practices that can meet these complex challenges



ESPON //

RURALPLAN
(project in 2024)

Local cases in 3 
countries
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• Os municipality, Innlandet, 
Norway

• Malung-Sählen Municipality, 
Dalarna, Sweden

• Albula region, Switzerland



A new method for local societal 
planning

▪ Framing: the demographic changes/challenges as an 
overall framework for the whole planning process. Not 
trivialize, but actively adapt, mitigate, innovate.  

▪ Follow also the other recommendations

▪ Include general methods for innovation in local societal 
planning.



RUPIL (rural planning and innovation lab)

RUral Plan Innovation Lab RUPIL - Universitetet i Innlandet
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How did it work – what did we learn? 

▪Demographic changes was a central part of the process 
(the «framing» worked)

▪ A broader understanding of «local development»: quality of 
life, health, labor market, NGOs, housing, etc.  

▪ Innovation? A lot of creativity and suggestions for new 
solutions  





Key recommendations from RURALPLAN

• Focus on co-creation and shared responsibility. Ask the question 
“what can we do?” instead of “what others should do.”

• Local politicians should participate as equal participants. 

• In order to implement innovative and tailored solutions and 
strategies, local authorities and actors need room for maneuver.

• For rural municipalities/regions with relatively high capacity and 
expertise in planning and innovation, RUPIL is self-learning and 
comes with its own toolbox. Otherwise, support is needed from 
regional/national governments.



Societal planning in shrinking 
societies 

❖ Demographic changes must be accepted and a key part of local planning

❖Unrealistic goals and strategies might lead to waste of resources

❖Innovation is needed in adaption and mitigation to demographic changes

❖Some potential in upscaling/replication between municipalities/regions in 
Europe, but strategies and solutions mainly dependent on local context 
(place-based)  
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