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Abstract
Over the centuries, Swedish rural areas have been formed in close interaction with 
their inhabitants and different and various uses. Based on studies, particularly of 
“new forest owners” in Sweden, this article illustrates how an understanding of for-
est and forest ownership can highlight the dynamic and shifting role of rural areas: 
as both rural and urban, based on both forest property and second-home ownership. 
It also illustrates that rural areas are not only post-productive but also continuously 
over time production areas, in addition to many other use patterns, and that rural 
areas can be areas of forest-related industrial and services growth, and thus rural 
growth. The article also illustrates that forest areas in Sweden, but also more broadly 
Fennoscandia, can be seen as areas with different habitation patterns and linkages 
between nature and population than what has often been described in broader rural 
literature.
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Introduction and Aim

Conceptions of the rural in rural studies literature have often focused on agricul-
tural uses of land (Shubin 2006). In some cases, rural studies can even be seen to 
have fallen into the dichotomy resultant of a frontier conception of land (Keski-
talo manuscript), in which land is firstly separated from an integrated relation to 
the human and viewed as external to areas of habitation. A legacy of this type of 
conception has been that rural areas have been—and may still be even today—
conceived of either as a rural idyll or, in juxtaposition, as a place of backwards 
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development (e.g. Swaffield and Fairweather 1998). These conceptions of rural or 
nature areas are often seen as related to an understanding of them as either hostile 
or idyllic “wilderness”, with mythical and often even religious attributes (Nash 
2014), and subsequently destined to either be “conquered” by man and trans-
formed into “civilisation” or be entirely left alone and preserved in their “origi-
nal” state (e.g. Cronon 1996; cf. Keskitalo manuscript).

While such conceptions of nature as “wilderness” have long been recognised 
as constructed (e.g. Nash 2014; Cronon 1996), these descriptive traditions have 
nevertheless proven hard to shake. Even today, they can be seen as embedded 
in problems related to rural planning (which often regards vastly varying areas 
with a similar conception of “rural”), and in conceptions which highlight areas 
as intended either for use (productivism) or for urban and touristic leisure (post-
productivism) (cf. Morrison et al. 2015; Scott 2008; Hidle et al. 2006).

Many of these type conceptions also do not clearly recognise the potential 
multiple and varied uses of land that do not necessarily fall under an either-or 
label. These problems are illustrated in conceptions that highlight agriculture—
which was the historic frontier focus for acculturating land and thereby remov-
ing it from “wilderness” (e.g. Murdoch and Pratt 1993)—rather than other uses, 
such as those related to forest. To a large extent, rural studies have thereby been 
constructed through conflicts with conceptions of the rural that both mis-describe 
large and influential forest practices, and dichotomise rural life (e.g. Cruickshank 
2009).

Contrary to these types of assumptions, northern Sweden, as well as northern Fin-
land and Norway, has been inhabited over a historically long time, resulting in the 
landscape being formed by multiple uses at and beyond places of residence. Land 
areas were regularly used for multiple purposes, including not only agriculture at the 
homestead but also an integrated and important role of for instance hunting, fishing 
and berry/mushroom picking in outlying areas (so-called utmark or erämaa). Forest 
and forestry were thus used for multiple purposes, whereby the timber value was 
only one of several values (for firewood, housing, and also tar production in early 
industrial usage) (e.g. Svensson 2016; Johansson 2002). Different groups focused to 
different degrees on practices such as coastal fishing or reindeer herding. Thus, for 
a long period of time, agriculture was not any single dominating land use, and it can 
be seen that there was not necessarily a clear distinction between “natural” and other 
areas (Keskitalo manuscript). Thus, rather than what is today often an assumption 
in international literature, the northern European understanding of land can be seen 
as more integrated: it was based on numerous practices, included numerous groups, 
and developed over time (Nash 2014; cf. Keskitalo manuscript).

It is assumed here that this type of historical basis continues to constitute the 
foundation for understanding land use in northern Europe: it is not an expression of 
any single type of use—although there are certainly economically dominant uses—
rather, it is a legacy of multiple land uses and traces in the landscape. These multiple 
uses and interests in the landscape can be seen to manifest even today, with small-
scale forest as well as second-home owners sometimes in fact living and working 
in multiple places, integrating multiple-use forest practices and rural part-time resi-
dence even in highly urbanised main livelihoods.
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On this basis, it becomes highly relevant to review the changes that may result 
from relatively place-based identities such as small-scale forest owners (who own 
about half of all forest in Sweden) now becoming increasingly based in urban 
areas—not only a generation or so away from living on the farm but perhaps sev-
eral generations, and with increasingly unclear consequences for the future. Not only 
is forestry relevant to review as an established land use and one that has been his-
torically highlighted in these areas, compared to the approach in rural studies, but 
forest and forest ownership are also relevant to review in relation to understanding 
how established patterns in a more integrated understanding of land may change. 
Does this result in shifts in what identity, relationships, attributes or use preferences 
the forest owner displays (a “new” compared to a “traditional” forest-owner type)? 
Relatedly, may such shifts even come to influence or diminish the more integrated 
northern European relation to nature in the case of forest owners?

This paper bases its discussion on Swedish studies, particularly work in the large 
research programme Planning for rural–urban dynamics: living and acting at sev-
eral places (PLURAL), which was undertaken in 2011–2016 and focused on new 
forest owners and the change in forest ownership as a phenomenon. The programme 
compared areas in northern and southern Sweden and also established comparisons 
in relation to international literature and European cases, the latter in the concurrent 
EU Cost-Action FACESMAP programme (cf. Keskitalo 2017, ed). The study also 
draws upon additional literature that can be used to elucidate the case.

The focus on the Swedish case can be seen to provide a window not only to dis-
cussing the specific nature of northern European cases but also to understanding 
what this type of more integrated relationship to nature—particularly one focused 
on forestry—can contribute to rural studies. It aims to provide a perspective on how 
forests are conceived, what this type of understanding can add to the understand-
ings of rurality, and how it differs from assumptions regarding forests as related to 
assumptions regarding “wilderness”.

Understanding Forest‑Owner Ruralities in Change: Theoretical 
Framework and Study Design

A focus on forest use, and understanding it as part of a more integrated framework 
of use that does not fall only into specific dichotomies, could be seen as a way to 
highlight the realities of “rural” areas, rather than merely their often assumed char-
acteristics (Cruickshank 2009). While forests and forestry have received a relatively 
limited focus in rural studies literature, forests are in fact significant in relation to 
understanding rural issues: in the EU case, forests cover more than a third of the 
land area. In relation to a focus on small-scale or non-industrial private forest own-
ers, it is significant that some 40% of this land area is owned by this type of owner 
(Howley 2013; Toivonen et  al. 2005; Lähdesmäki and Matilainen 2014). Forest, 
thereby, constitutes a significant contribution in light of both rural area and popula-
tion or livelihood issues.

To capture this often overlooked role of forest and forest owners, key issues 
to highlight real, rather than imagined, characteristics of the rural include basing 
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assessments on a descriptive, statistically based understanding of features of change. 
While much recent work has focused on the types of “new forest owner” (often seen 
as typified by such non-traditional characteristics as being urban, female, or lacking 
a background in forestry), studies have shown that there is great variation across 
European countries. Thus, the variation in basis in comparison with which the “new-
ness” is described is substantial (e.g. Hogl et al. 2005; Hujala et al. 2013; cf. Karp-
pinen 2012; Ziegenspeck et al. 2004; Lähdesmäki and Matilainen 2014; Toivonen 
et al. 2005; Follo et al. 2017). This means that forest owners in different areas have 
different extents of linkage to agriculture (typically, this seems to have been greater 
in, e.g., parts of continental Europe; e.g. Hogl et al. 2005), whereas in forestlands 
in particular in northermost Europe this might not have been the case, largely also 
due to the more marginal soils in this area by comparison. The great variation, and 
also confusion, that arises when trying to depict “forest owners” thus also results 
from forest ownership having thus far been depicted in a largely nationally based lit-
erature, which has most often naturalised the characteristics amongst forest owners 
in the national context without necessarily comparing them with other cases (Hogl 
et al. 2005; cf. Ficko et al. 2017). To understand the real variation in forest owners 
and in their relation to agriculture as well as other uses, it may therefore be relevant 
to better develop not only contextualised national descriptions, which clarify what 
are often national assumptions, but also explicit comparisons. It may also be rele-
vant to explicitly contextualise and describe the role of forest ownership within rural 
areas, to add to what has to date been a largely agriculturally focused rural studies 
literature. Due to this, literature on forest ownership or forest lands has not necessar-
ily been influenced by preconceptions in rural literature, but at the same time has not 
been able to strongly influence this literature or provide a broader forest context to 
rural studies (e.g. Cruickshank 2009; cf. Hogl et al. 2005).

Variations in what characteristics the traditional forest owner is assumed to 
hold, however, are great across the literature: in many central or southern European 
cases the focus is often on forestry in combination with agriculture. There are also 
assumptions regarding forest-owner characteristics inherent even in conceptions of 
forest owners that describe them as “family forest owners” or “non-industrial forest 
owners” (cf. Harrison et al. 2002). While factually correct, these descriptions may 
obscure the fact that some forest owners—particularly in northern as compared with 
southern Europe—own relatively large forest properties (Matilainen et  al. 2019). 
Thus, the understanding of small-scale forest ownership has often been based in the 
specific country context. It has also often rested upon a traditionalised understanding 
of forest owners. This can be seen, for instance, in an assumption that forest owners 
are regularly male, are themselves active in forestry, and live in rural areas and pre-
dominantly on their own property. There are also some assumptions in the litera-
ture that female forest owners may behave in other ways than male forest owners do 
(which has also been described by Follo et al. 2017). Understanding the “new” types 
of forest owners must thus start by also problematising what we know of the forest-
owner characteristics we assume, and what the analysable shift in them is, if any.

A second component of understanding this “newness” relates to problematis-
ing from where an assumed shift in forest owner characteristics derives. As glo-
balisation—which is particularly seen as influencing urbanisation (shifts in main 



133

1 3

What Can an Understanding of the Changing Small-Scale Forest…

localisation of habitation and potentially occupation) and increasing the interna-
tionalisation of economic production—has often been seen here as unstoppable and 
as implying a unidirectional shift (Giddens 1999), this also must be problematised. 
While terms such as “counterurbanisation” seem to imply going against what would 
otherwise be the assumed order (urbanisation), there is—despite it often being 
assumed—not any single given direction to change (Ward and Brown 2009). In par-
ticular, there cannot be assumed to be any single given direction for change at the 
individual level, and for individual-level forest-owner characteristics. It may be that 
even in an urbanising environment, specific occupations are instead drawn to “rural” 
areas, for instance in cases in which these would possess relevant employment char-
acteristics. It may also be that in such cases, larger landowners reside on their forest 
property whereas smaller-scale forest owners move to a higher degree (Ward and 
Brown 2009). However, also in this case, is it not a given that urbanisation would 
result in changing forest-owner behaviour in relation to one’s own forest. A forest 
owner who changes their location of main residence may still retain their attachment 
to the property (particularly if moving from the area was not a personal choice but 
rather the result of employment factors) (Lähdesmäki and Matilainen 2014).

Moving place of residence may thus not over the short term—i.e. concerning 
the individual owner—imply shifts in forest management behaviour or attachment. 
For instance, it has been seen that what is “far” away will vary with place attach-
ment and identity, national context, transport technologies and available infrastruc-
ture, and that the implication of even moving geographically “far” away can thus 
not be regarded as given (Kaltenborn and Williams 2002; Lähdesmäki and Mati-
lainen 2014). Over the longer term, however, given the fact that much of attach-
ment to property and lifestyle relates to socialisation factors, the behaviour of new 
owners—in the understanding of the “next generation” of owners—will become 
less possible to extrapolate from existing findings. It can be hypothesised that future 
owners who have not been brought up on the property may not hold similar val-
ues to those of previous owners. There is also the question of what the variations 
may be between those who spend summers and holidays at the cabin (i.e. second 
home, something that is available to, by some counts, half the population in northern 
Europe) and thereby gain an attachment to the specific locality, and those who may 
inherit properties but have not experienced these types of attachment to the locality 
(e.g. Ellingsen and Hidle 2013; Vepsäläinen and Pitkänen 2010). Potential shifts in 
the identity, relationship, attributes or use preferences the forest owner displays in 
relation to their property, or more broadly in relation to a conception of nature or 
place, are thereby not easily conceived in unitary categories, but are rather part of 
complexes encompassing not only location but also valuation related to numerous 
factors—many subjective—related to place. These types of conceptions of multiple 
attachments are noted in studies ranging from psychology (Elster 1987) to geogra-
phy (Tuan 1977; Massey 1994). Acknowledging that urban or new forest owners 
still keep some bonds and may behave partly like traditional/rural forest owners is 
thus well in line with understandings that highlight the constructed nature of attach-
ment—that any person’s bond to area cannot be understood merely through simpli-
fied parameters such as geographical distance or, for instance, “forest owner type” 
(e.g. Hogl et al. 2005; Hidle et al. 2006).
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Understanding forest ownership in this way, as a part of studies that are relevant to 
not only rural areas but also to an understanding of land use and habitation at large, 
can thus support a more diverse and correct conception of “rural” areas. In addition, 
reviewing numerous land uses—and not only often assumed ones such as agriculture—
can also provide a better understanding of the actual potentials for economic growth. 
That forest owners will necessarily move physically, for instance for work, cannot be 
assumed, as “rural” areas are regularly multifaceted. For instance, reviewing land use 
within a more integrated context such as the northern European one can illustrate that 
the attractivity of “rural” areas may be more about where clusters of employment pos-
sibilities, including companies, are placed. If companies are in less integrated contexts 
situated in larger urban areas with only applications in rural land use cases, it may seem 
likely that the more secure jobs are at the headquarters. On the other hand, if these 
companies are placed in more rural settings, it may well be that these constitute the 
secure and attractive employment possibilities for the sector: in this way, it may not be 
the characteristics of the countryside but rather the characteristics of the assumptions 
regarding the countryside that create its attractivity (cf. Hidle et al. 2006). These issues 
of attractivity and the ability to retain employment or business possibilities related to 
forest owners and potential clusters of factors relevant to them (to a potentially greater 
extent than the population at large) may also impact the extent to which forest owners 
are potentially able to retain a relation to land.

To discuss these conceptions, this paper draws upon research, predominantly 
published papers, which are referred to for further detail. Many of the papers are 
drawn from the PLURAL project, which focused on the new forest owner as a phe-
nomenon, compared areas in northern and southern Sweden and also established 
comparisons in relation to international literature and European cases. Additional 
literature has also been included that specifically speaks to this phenomenon. The 
paper thus highlights the Swedish case as a relevant example of a complex forest-
owner situation and a complex interlinkage between rural and urban areas, to pro-
vide a perspective on how forest is conceived of, what this type of understanding 
can add to understandings of the rural, and how it differs from assumptions regard-
ing forest as related to assumptions regarding “wilderness”.

The Results section is structured to speak to the issues highlighted in the theo-
retical background in relation to an understanding of shifts in the situation for for-
est owners in Sweden that are relevant to a complex understanding of rural areas, 
including forest. The sections target, respectively, the forest owner as a multiple and 
complex phenomenon; the role of the forest owner in change; the different types of 
distance that may impact the relationship between forest owner and land; and the 
potential of rural forest areas as potential growth areas.

Results

The Multiple and Complex Nature of the Forest Owner

In Sweden, about half of all forest—which constitutes 23 million ha of productive 
forest—is owned by small-scale/private non-industrial forest owners. The average 



135

1 3

What Can an Understanding of the Changing Small-Scale Forest…

size of a property is about 50 ha (with great variation between larger properties in 
northern Sweden and smaller ones in southern Sweden)—a relatively large prop-
erty size, particularly in comparison with southern European cases. The variation 
amongst forest owners is thus substantial (Nordlund and Westin 2010; cf. Ingemar-
son et al. 2006). The number of forest owners in Sweden is about 340,000—about 
3.7% of the population—of whom 39% are female. Most of the forest land is situ-
ated in municipalities with more limited population numbers: half of private-owned 
forest land is situated in municipalities that together have less than 10% of the 
national population. Despite the assumption regarding urbanisation as a trend, for-
est owners today still more often live in these municipalities than people on average 
do: 42% of private-owned properties have the owner listed as living on the prop-
erty, and some 68% have the owner living less than 10 km away from the property. 
On the other hand, female forest owners on average live much further away from 
their forest than male forest owners do (Lidestav et  al. 2015a, b, 2017; Haugen 
et al. 2016).

In addition, forest owners can of course not be described with entirely “new” 
or baseline characteristics but rather vary in their combination of different attrib-
utes, often down to the individual level and life situation (Westin et al. 2017). While 
the image of the male forest owner living at location on their property still to some 
extent holds true, the number of female and also urban owners has increased, par-
ticularly over the last 20 years. Nevertheless, this does not seem to have impacted 
forestry production (which is maintained or higher over time) (cf. Lidestav and Berg 
Lejon 2013). Also, no clear way can be seen in which these specific characteristics 
necessarily influence forest management patterns: for instance, women are not nec-
essarily more inclined towards environmental protection in a way that is visible in 
forest management. Instead, the dividing line in determining what type of manage-
ment is undertaken seems to be the size of the forest property: owners with larger 
properties, whether male or female, seem to favour a forest management focused on 
economic factors (Eggers 2017; Eggers et al. 2014). This may thereby be related to 
the larger management costs but also the economic gains, and thus the role in the 
personal economy, that a larger property implies. The forest owner is also older than 
the population on average. This indicates that larger shifts may occur over time as 
new generations, with as yet unclear residence and behaviour patterns, come into 
ownership (Lidestav et al. 2017; Haugen et al. 2016).

In addition, the interlinkage between rural and urban areas is also supported by 
the fact that in Sweden, as well as Norway and Finland, most of the national popu-
lation also has access to a second home. Forest owners regularly have a dwelling 
on their premises, and for many the issue of being a forest owner is multifaceted: 
some may not even see the forest per se as the resource but rather value various 
aspects, from the social context or location to family connection, amenity values 
such as view, berry/mushroom picking, hunting and fishing, or other pursuits (Nord-
lund et al. 2017; cf. Mattsson and Chuanzhong 1993). Forestry, while often empha-
sised in literature on forest owners, is thus not necessarily the focus of the individual 
owner. Instead, it can be seen that forest owners vary over factors such as the roles 
attributed to family forestry, tradition, and national context (Westin et  al. 2017). 
These types of factors are also underlined more generally in literature. Many people, 
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as noted, are only a generation or so away from the farm (Ågren 2001; Sommes-
tad 1998). These legacies can also be seen in present-day institutions that play a 
part in making such practices possible, such as, notably, the common rights to berry 
and mushroom picking even on private land, and the relatively large involvement in 
hunting and fishing as well as “outdoor” activities. This is to the extent that authors 
have noted that English-language terms such as “outdoor recreation” are not accu-
rate for describing the extent to which these activities are more integrated and natu-
ralised in a Swedish- than an English-language context (Beery 2011).

The Swedish case thereby focuses on a historically very sparse population spread 
over a large area, and with, in some comparisons, relatively large properties which 
enable a greater economic outcome and potentially also continued residence in local 
areas (cf. Westin and Holm 2018). The case can thus not be regarded as “typical” 
of European forest ownership—indeed, it has been questioned whether there is any-
thing such as a “typical” forest owner (cf. Ingemarson et al. 2006)—but must instead 
be seen as an illustration of a very specific and highly historically formed type of 
forest owner, with great internal complexity and variation.

The Forest Owner in Change: Added Complexity

How large, then, is the shift in whom the forest owner is, i.e. the characteristics of 
the forest owner? We have already noted that changes have occurred, entailing a 
higher proportion of female and urban owners, albeit with a relatively low level of 
change over time. A significant shift has occurred in education level and employ-
ment among forest owners—whereby the education level has developed to be more 
be on par with the general population, and employment outside forestry is the main 
income source (Westin et  al. 2017). Shifts have also been seen in changing life-
styles of forest owners, with a decreasing fraction of them physically taking on a 
role in forestry on their own land—something that was previously more common. 
Thus, many forest owners today purchase forest management services. Owning and 
managing forest without in essence possessing an embedded knowledge of forestry 
is made possible by the well-developed institutional framework of forest owners’ 
organisations in Sweden, as well as by the existence of a forest industry with well-
established forestry services. In the Swedish case, as well as northern European 
cases more broadly, the forest industry and forest owners’ associations also have 
much larger roles than is the case in many southern European countries, which may 
influence forest-owner behaviour as well as what comes to be seen as the assumed 
uses of forest (cf. Lönnstedt 2014; Kronholm 2015). These organisations have been 
necessitated by the need to ascertain wood supply to industry from the half of all 
productive forest land owned by small-scale forest owners, and have resulted in the 
regular purchase of forest services (Keskitalo et al. 2017).

All these changes lead to a growing diversity in forest-owner types (not only 
female or male, urban or rural resident, etc.) and thus imply a need for revisions 
to policy instruments and forest management approaches, such as forest owners’ 
associations, advisory and innovation systems, and types of support and manage-
ment services offered to owners (cf. Weiss et al. 2017). At present, forest owners’ 
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associations are adjusting to the situation of an increasing fraction of forest own-
ers without a background in forestry, and are establishing forest owners’ meetings 
in urban areas, outreach to urban owners, and the like (cf. Keskitalo et  al. 2017). 
However, there are also concerns that the large outreach and capacity of forestry 
organisations may in essence mean that forest owners without a forestry background 
are not able to assess management suggestions by organisations, despite themselves 
being formally responsible for the management. For instance, owner preferences—
for instance, to increase environmental protection—may not come through in a ser-
vice buyer process that is largely focused on forestry production, meaning that vari-
ations in lifestyle and forest management preferences are not necessarily reflected 
in an equal variation in management strategies. So far, in addition, changing forest-
owner characteristics have thus also not resulted in any decrease in forestry produc-
tion (Lidestav et al. 2017; Haugen et al. 2016). The changing forest owner, thereby, 
does not seem to per se result in changes in forest management that are visible in the 
forest, but perhaps thus far instead in outreach and communication activities in for-
estry based in maintaining existing conditions (cf. Andersson and Keskitalo 2018).

When Does a Forest Owner Live “Far” From Their Own Forest—Does Geographical 
Migration Result in Changing Relations to Land and Changing Forest 
Management?

The question of whether a higher proportion of owners who live off their property, 
and particularly in urban locations, will result in a changing conception of forest has 
been a key issue in the debate around “new” (non-traditional) forest owners. As we 
have seen above, the urban forest owner is still a minority, and forestry production 
has so far not decreased. Instead, the present research programme has been able to 
show that forest owners who live in the municipality where their property is situ-
ated leave the municipality to a lesser extent than do non-forest owners (for those 
who have owned their forest holding at least 5 years, about a third as often as other 
inhabitants of the same age in the municipality). It should be pointed out, though, 
that as the share of forest owners is low, they only contribute to a mere 2% of all 
moves. Private forest ownership can nonetheless be seen to have a positive effect 
on population development in sparsely populated municipalities. The programme 
authors conclude that this means that, rather than as traditional measures in rural 
policy attempting to artificially copy urban services, private forestry is one of few 
institutions that disregard urbanisation. For many new and old forest owners, their 
localisation is likely based on closeness to the property of central import, not on 
whether one or another urban service is available close by Westin and Holm (2018).

However, studies highlight that geographical distance to the forest property is not 
necessarily a crucial factor influencing attachment, attitude to, and activity in for-
est management (cf. Gustafson 2006). These elements are also influenced by vari-
ous sociodemographic characteristics, technologies and infrastructure for travel and 
management, as well as mental or psychological distance, for instance not having 
a clear relation to it. This means that even a forest property that is far away can be 
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mentally close to and central to its owner (Westin et al. 2017; Bergsten and Keski-
talo 2018).

A large interview study selecting forest owners living at different distances from 
their properties, in different types of municipalities including large urbanities, and 
with different sociodemographic characteristics, illustrated particularly these fac-
tors (Bergsten and Keskitalo 2018). The study illustrated that forest owners’ sense 
of the forest property was constructed by the owner not so much in relation to the 
geographical distance as in relation to their historically and socially grounded emo-
tional bonds with their forest properties. Examples exist of people living an hour by 
plane from their property, who nevertheless view the property as central to them, 
as well as of people who live closer but are less focused on the forest property. The 
property characteristics that were valued also varied greatly between the different 
interviewed forest owners, across the full spectrum from social context or family/
inheritance or legacy value to location, amenity values such as view, and use values 
such as berry/mushroom picking, hunting and fishing, to forestry economic value 
(Bergsten and Keskitalo 2018). Westin and Holm similarly suggest that there may 
thus be a “combination effect” of “the importance of a broader set of resource-ori-
ented local amenities for migration and local development” (Westin and Holm 2018: 
18, cf. Nordlund et al. 2017). In Bergsten and Keskitalo’s case (2018), this combina-
tion effect could also be seen for local development and consideration even in light 
of migration—whereby even those who moved relatively far could conceive of the 
property as central to them. As a result, the dynamics seen as being related to the 
property may thereby, in the meaning they are given by the forest owner, serve to 
retain perspectives relevant to a relation to land.

Rural Forest Areas as Potential Growth Areas

Finally, the programme also reviewed factors surrounding the influence of forest 
companies. This assessment was made in the context of the discussion of urban cen-
trality and whether urban areas can be seen as more competitive, posing the question 
of whether forest can be seen to play a role in relation to nuancing this assessment 
of competitiveness and centrality, and in fact contributing to a discussion on whether 
forest ownership may in fact also support retaining a direct forestry economic rela-
tion to land.

Haugen and Lindgren (2013: 122) put forward a hypothesis that “a firm whose 
owner also possesses forest holdings is more viable thanks to the different resources 
(in the form of capital from logging or mortgaging, or non-pecuniary other val-
ues) the forest holdings may provide, and which possibly contribute to the firm’s 
economic stability and resilience to economic fluctuations”. The studies illustrated 
that micro company owners (with less than ten employees) who also own forest 
show better results, potentially as forest ownership may constitute a buffer enabling 
the potential for longer-term economic investment. In another study by Borggren 
et al. (2016), the survival of high-impact firms (i.e. fast-growing firms, sometimes 
denoted as ‘gazelles’) was analysed by means of register data, showing that the suc-
cess of high-impact firms is not entirely an urban or a metropolitan phenomenon.
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In a book chapter entitled “Is there an end to the concentration of businesses and 
people?” Lindgren et al. (2017) investigated the chances rural areas have to compete 
for jobs and income with city regions. A closer study of a handful of successful for-
est-related firms located in rural areas provided a number of clues to their success. 
Many of these firms had experienced a process of stepwise innovations together 
with users. If there had not been demanding local users, the products would never 
have developed into the high-end quality products needed for successful competi-
tion on global markets. Another trait of these firms was that they all had historical 
linkages to a dominant local trade and industry, which in most cases entailed local 
forestry activities. The successful firms were commonly spinoffs from other existing 
companies nearby. Many had their operations located in close proximity to other 
related companies. The study thus concluded that firms in rural areas may be as 
competitive and successful as their urban peers, but that this success requires access 
to assets related to natural resources, human capital and networks: rural cases that 
include trust between people, potentially decreased competition amongst companies 
and greater loyalty of employees, tacit knowledge through interaction in the sec-
tor, and avoidance of agglomeration negatives such as criminality can thereby pro-
vide rural areas with a relevant co-localisation advantage. In comparison, studies on 
nature-based tourism in Sweden have illustrated both the great role of nature ameni-
ties (even when not self-owned) and public infrastructure in tourism development 
(Margaryan 2016; Margaryan and Wall-Reinius 2017).

As a result, a suggestion is that advantages of co-localisation of related compa-
nies or business are well able to exist outside urban areas (cf. Brouder et al. 2015). 
For forestry, a smallness of regional economy can be compensated for by a concen-
tration of similar and related economic activities: there is no deterministic principle 
to favour urban regions. Instead, these studies seemed to support the conclusion—
also partly seen in relation to other studies, discussed above—that forest ownership 
and a relation to forest could instead support and add to a rural linkage, in multiple 
aspects.

Discussion and Conclusion

The studies described in this article can be seen to illustrate, in the words of the con-
clusion to the programme’s book project, that “forest in rural studies does not have 
only one meaning” (Keskitalo 2017: 305). However, there are shifts in identity, rela-
tion, and attributes of forest owners, varying enough that it is not possible to speak 
of only single type of “new” owner compared with any single type of “traditional” 
owner. Instead, forest owners are highly varying, in both their relation to their prop-
erty and their conception of distance to it. The shifts in forest-owner characteristics, 
buffered by shifts in outreach and communication amongst forest owners’ associa-
tions and other forestry organisations, have so far also not influenced forestry to the 
extent that any potentially diminishing interest in forestry can be seen to influence 
forest management.

In addition, forest ownership can be seen to support both a relation of perceived 
nearness and importance of the property and in some cases a relation to the wider 
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location, in light of the social implications of or implied by property ownership. This 
may support a continued relation to land beyond what could otherwise be expected 
by persons who have moved geographically far from their property. Studies thereby 
illustrate that geographic remoteness may to some extent be compensated for by 
other relations to forestry.

In addition, it can also be seen that forest ownership may economically support 
forest owners—even those active in other sectors. The studies summarised above 
have also illustrated that the type of forest-related activities that may be of more 
relevance to forest owners than to the population in general may not necessarily be 
supported by migration. Instead, the studies show that it is quite possible to maintain 
employment clusters of the type regularly discussed for urban areas in rural areas 
as well, for instance for forest-related professions. As a result, broader assumptions 
regarding attractiveness and possibilities for specialised employment in the country-
side (cf. Florida 2004) also need to be broken down with respect to the specific sec-
tors and types of jobs targeted: it is possible that forest-related professions may find 
clusters of high specialisation and also attractivity in specialised regions.

These conclusions go some way towards also answering the more hypothetical 
question in the introduction: might any shifts in forest-owner characteristics influ-
ence what have been seen as more integrated northern European relations to nature, 
in the case of these forest owners?

In general, the studies summarised here illustrate that a naturalised and practised 
linkage to land is a concurrent feature amongst forest owners. Many live on or close 
to their holdings, and even many living far away express that the value they gain 
from their holdings relate to a very broad scope of characteristics that can most 
closely be connected to a relation to land: they describe family and social connec-
tions, including an historical or legacy relevance of keeping the forest land in the 
family, as well as the importance of multiple use but also practice values such as 
mushroom and berry picking, as well as forestry. Forest is thus inherently a broader 
context than the physical place; it is also the implied and subjective connection 
related to family history, and sometimes motivates the continued ownership of the 
property (cf. Tuan 1977; Massey 1994). Overall, the studies illustrate, forest hold-
ings are not associated with “wilderness” but rather with great and wide-ranging 
social attachments and activities. Understanding the role of forest in the rural land-
scape can thereby contribute to a better and diversified understanding of its multiple 
uses—even by users and interests that are not present but are nonetheless invested in 
the landscape and its development (cf. Živojinović et al. 2015).
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