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A B S T R A C T   

This paper focuses on the residential location choices made by rural-residing couples with diverse residential 
biographies at union formation. We explore how this decision-making process is navigated and negotiated as a 
newly formed household. The study is informed by prior research that has aided our understanding of the 
relational nature of moving and staying processes, and the integral role of life course transitions in shaping 
residential decisions. We use data from the wider STAYin(g)Rural project, including a large household survey and 
in-depth interviews with individuals living in rural Northern Ireland (specifically, the case study site of the 
Clogher Valley, County Tyrone) who have undergone union formation, and decided to either move to, or stay 
within, the area. We find that, despite considerable heterogeneity within and between couples in their residential 
biographies, several common, often inter-related, themes dominated their rural residential location choices. 
Underpinning much of the desire to live and stay in the rural was a strong sense of belonging and attachment to 
the area, with a complex interplay of economic, environmental, geographical, and social factors acting to enable 
staying. Clear generational differences in the decision-making process emphasise the importance of exploring 
distinctions between and across life course stages in studies that aim to understand the process of (rural) staying.   

1. Introduction 

The ‘mobility turn’ within Population Geography (Urry, 2007) 
acknowledged the relational nature of moving and staying processes 
(Halfacree and Rivera, 2012; Coulter et al., 2016). This has resulted in 
increased scholarly attention towards immobility and staying (Cress-
well, 2012; Stockdale and Haartsen, 2018), which is gradually contrib-
uting to the already vast wealth of literature concerning migration and 
mobility. Within this literature, the role of the life-course in shaping 
migration processes, including residential decision-making, has been 
emphasised (Coulter et al., 2016). However, this life-course perspective 
remains less visible within studies of immobility and/or staying, 
particularly for those at the union formation stage, which characteris-
tically entails two individuals from separate households setting up a 
new, independent household. Studies that have centred upon those at 
union formation have more commonly focused upon the moving partner 
within a couple, often referred to as the ‘trailing spouse’ or ‘tied migrant’ 
(Amcoff and Niedomysl, 2015; Clerge et al., 2017; Stockdale, 2017). 
Conversely, research on ‘tied stayers’ and ‘staying couples’ is more 
limited, as is our understanding of the reasons why, and how, partners 

and/or couples decide to stay in place. 
This paper investigates why couples decide to reside in rural areas 

upon union formation, and how this is enabled, acknowledging that this 
choice may result in a residential move for one or both partner(s). 
Without overlooking the perspectives of those who do move, we 
emphasise the importance of incorporating those of stayers. Whilst 
economic factors are likely to be important triggers or driving forces for 
staying – as they are with moving – we aim to consider other insider- 
advantages, including structural and instrumental factors, as well as 
the emotional attachment to place and strong senses of belonging that 
can incentivise staying, or even, as with the case of family ties or re-
sponsibilities, in some instances necessitate staying. We focus on the 
Clogher Valley (Northern Ireland) case study and incorporate the resi-
dential biographies (specifically the place of upbringing) of partners 
living in couples to explore the different and potentially diverse conflicts 
that may arise, and compromises that must be made, when undertaking 
the decision to live or stay in a rural area upon union formation. 
Acknowledging potential generational differences influencing these 
decisions, we incorporate data for couples at three different life course 
stages (young adult, family formation and retirement), with a focus on 
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the residential location choice made by couples upon union formation. 
We ask:  

(i) How diverse are the residential biographies of rural-residing 
couples?  

(ii) How do rural residing couples navigate and negotiate deciding 
where to live upon union formation, and determining which (if 
either) partner stays or moves?  

(iii) To what extent have generational shifts influenced the residential 
location choices, behaviours and processes by rural-residing 
couples? 

2. Literature review 

2.1. To move or stay? Residential location choices upon union formation 

The common adoption of neoclassical models in migration studies 
render moving and staying as “flipsides of the same coin” (Dufhues et al., 
2021: 346). In contrast to migration, staying has received less scholarly 
attention (Erickson et al., 2018). Staying has traditionally been viewed 
as an absence of mobility, and negatively portrayed as a constrained, 
passive behaviour involving limited agency, with stayers being 
described as ‘stuck in place’ (Stockdale and Haartsen, 2018). Yet, even 
in societies with considerable out-migration, many people continue to 
stay (Coulter and van Ham, 2013), and the process of staying has been 
described elsewhere as being complex, diverse, often proactive, and 
worthy of more focused theoretical and empirical exploration (Hjälm, 
2014; Stockdale and Haartsen, 2018). This is important, because whilst 
moving and staying are relational practices, migrants and non-migrants 
are not the same, and factors anchoring people to place are markedly 
different to those prompting and incentivising relocation (Dufhues et al., 
2021). Factors common to both movers and stayers may also be attrib-
uted different levels of importance. Furthermore, whilst staying is likely 
the result of complex interplays between multiple competing economic 
and non-economic factors, Mellander et al. (2011) stress that stayers are 
more likely to be influenced and driven by a diverse range of 
non-monetary factors, such as their sense of belonging or rootedness to 
place, emotions relating to sentimentality and familiarity with place, 
and strong social bonds (including family). Yet this growing body of 
evidence often only considers the context of individuals, overlooking 
couples, and specifically couples with diverse residential biographies. 
For example, the residential location choice of a couple may enable one 
partner to stay, but require the other to move; hence one single decision 
may incorporate both staying and moving behaviours, and therefore 
should not be viewed in isolation. 

With the acknowledgment that residential behaviours are more 
readily influenced during important life stage events or transitions in an 
individual’s biography (Coulter and Scott, 2015), the adoption of life 
course perspectives within residential migration research has been 
widely promoted (Clark, 2013). However, with exceptions (for example, 
Coulter et al., 2012; Albrecht et al., 2019), the residential location 
choices of couples upon union formation has received less scholarly 
attention within the family migration literature. Arguments advanced to 
help explain the process and rationale behind the residential location 
choices made by couples highlight that choices are conditioned by as-
pects in both partners’ biographies, and that decisions are made on the 
basis of joint couple utility (Brandén, 2014). Baker and Jacobsen (2007) 
constructed a model of ‘optimal post-marital residence rules’, whereby 
the pre-marital human capital investments of both partners (which can 
be either economic or non-economic, and are often location-specific and 
accumulating over time), would be taken into consideration within the 
residential location choice. Consequently, there is more complexity and 
less locational flexibility than if this was solely an individual choice 
(Coulter and Scott, 2015). Despite recognition of the potentially com-
plex interplay of various interrelated considerations in the couple’s 
decision-making process (Løken et al., 2013), the focus has 

predominantly been on economic driving forces for one or both partners, 
such as employment (Amcoff and Niedomysl, 2015). In contrast, there 
has been a more limited consideration of the wide range of 
non-economic local insider advantages (Fischer et al., 2000) that may 
make migration less attractive, and staying (or returning) more attrac-
tive, to either one or both partners within a couple (Mellander et al., 
2011; Brandén and Haandrikman, 2018). For example, local social 
networks (including friends and family) may be important sources of 
intergenerational support and security, and are of emotional and 
instrumental value (Blaauboer et al., 2011; Løken et al., 2013; Albrecht 
et al., 2019). Moreover, as highlighted by Cuervo and Wyn, 2012, 
because peoples’ “relationships with significant others are experienced 
within distinctive environments, their often long-term and interwoven nature 
with place can also make for a strong sense of belonging” (2012, p.88); a 
concept which may be particularly pertinent for stayers. It has been 
suggested that this sense of belonging incentivises the desire within an 
individual to stay. These interlinked structural factors and networks may 
thus facilitate or enable staying decisions which are strongly driven by, 
and embedded within, an intense rootedness to place. 

2.2. Generational shifts in residential location choices and decision- 
making processes upon union formation 

An interesting dimension to explore is the potential for behavioural 
shifts in residential mobility within specific life course stages, across 
generations, which, we argue, has received comparatively less attention 
than transitions between life course stages. Nevertheless, we can 
hypothesise how generational shifts in other trends and behaviours may 
have indirect implications upon residential location choices made upon 
union formation. Traditionally, when considering partner choice, in-
dividuals have been found to have preferences for a partner with shared 
characteristics. As those with similar characteristics often clustered 
together, individuals were traditionally more likely to choose a partner 
who lived within close proximity, or were from the same region 
(Haandrikman, 2019). Subsequently, it could be assumed that in the 
past, a large proportion of rural couples were local to the same area. 
However, with ageing and depopulating rural areas (Navarro Valverde, 
2019), there may now be smaller ‘pools’ of potential partners for 
younger adults, meaning that, compared to earlier generations, there 
may be fewer opportunities to meet someone of a similar age living 
locally. Furthermore, increased daily mobility in recent decades has 
resulted in greater geographical variation in education, service and 
leisure opportunities, and modernisation and the broadening of ideo-
logical horizons has resulted in greater social openness. Consequently, 
there may now be more expansive partner ‘markets’ for younger gen-
erations, and contrary to the ‘spatial homogamy’ literature (Haandrik-
man et al., 2008), geographical origin may no longer be of as high 
importance in choosing a life partner (Van de Putte, 2003). Compared to 
earlier generations, ‘non-normative’ behaviours have also become more 
acceptable and commonplace, largely due to liberating forces such as 
economic development and educational expansion, both of which have 
been accompanied by increases in gender equality, and therefore 
women’s engagement in higher education and the labour force (Jau-
motte, 2004). Given that many higher education institutions and a larger 
proportion of employment opportunities are based within urban areas, 
there may now also be a greater likelihood of residential relocation, 
particularly for rural residents, albeit even if only temporarily. As these 
social circles potentially widen with expanding geographical distance 
from the place of upbringing for education and/or employment pur-
poses, there are increased opportunities to meet a partner from else-
where (Haandrikman, 2019), and subsequently there may be an increase 
in rural couples with diverse residential backgrounds. 

Alongside shifts in gender norms, the growth of ‘dual-earner’ 
households or ‘power couples’ (Cooke, 2008; Tam and Grimes, 2022), 
the weakening of traditional social norms and expectations concerning 
proximity to kin within residence choices (Løken et al., 2013), and a rise 
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in urban-rural migration (or counter-urbanisation) (Phillips, 2010; 
Stockdale and Catney, 2014), these increasing diversities – of residential 
biographies or place of upbringing – in rural-residing couples over time 
may lead to even greater complexity, and therefore challenges in un-
derstanding the nuances involved in couples’ rural residence location 
choice upon union formation. 

3. Case study area and methodology 

We utilise data collected as part of a wider project, STAYin(g)Rural,1 

which aims to understand why and how people stay in rural areas at 
different life transitions. The project, which adopts a mixed methods 
research design, includes three European rural case study areas: East 
Groningen (Netherlands), Südharz (Germany), and Clogher Valley 
(Northern Ireland). This paper uses data collected in the Clogher Valley 
(County Tyrone), which is recognised as being remotely rural within its 
national context, with a relatively low population density. The area, 
which borders the Republic of Ireland, is located approximately a 60- 
minute drive from its nearest city, and a 30-minute drive from three 
regional employment and service centres (Dungannon, Enniskillen, and 
Omagh). The area is characterised by a mosaic of villages, hamlets and a 
substantially sized, dispersed population living in the open countryside, 
many of whom are connected to a large traditional farming community. 
The Clogher Valley has a long history of out-migration (particularly by 
young people, for higher education and/or employment), depopulation, 
and population ageing. However, the area continues to attract and retain 
residents given its perceived physical appeal, rich history and heritage, 
and close-knit, family-orientated local communities with a strong sense 
of community (Ferguson et al., 2022). 

This paper capitalises upon the project’s mixed methods design,2 

drawing firstly on the quantitative data to provide context on the di-
versity of rural-residing couples, before focusing on the qualitative in- 
depth interviews to explore the complexities and intricacies of cou-
ples’ decision-making processes. 

For the background context on the diversity of rural-residing cou-
ples, we use data collected for the wider project’s large household sur-
vey, conducted during the Autumn of 2019. Adopting systematic 
random sampling techniques to obtain a representative sample of the 
population, 2000–2500 addresses were targeted from postal address 
files, with an assumed 40% response rate. A total of 1030 completed 
surveys were returned, with an overall response rate of 42%. Within the 
survey, eight sections of questions covered a diverse range of topics. 
Most pertinent for addressing the research questions within this paper 
were questions which provided information on the respondents’ de-
mographic and socioeconomic characteristics, residential history 
(including place of upbringing), residential agency, and factors influ-
encing the decision to live/stay in the area. Details concerning the de-
mographic and residential backgrounds of up to three other adults living 
in the household were also provided, including information on their 
relationship to the respondent. For inclusion within this paper’s anal-
ysis, the respondent had to be either married or in a partnership, living 
in the same household as their partner, and have provided information 
concerning both partners’ place of upbringing. Using these criteria, a 
total of 416 respondents were eligible for inclusion. Descriptive statistics 
provide initial insights into the characteristics of couples who have 
decided to live/stay in the Clogher Valley.3 The majority of eligible 
survey respondents were women (64%) and reported that they were 

within a couple currently at the family formation life course stage 
(76%). Only 8% were young adults aged 30 or below, and 16% were 
retired. Based4 on information provided within the survey by the 
respondent, all couples were heterosexual , the average age of couples 
was 49 years old, and in most instances (65%) the male was the older 
partner. Half of all couples lived in the countryside, in non-farm settings 
(50%). A further 27% lived on farms and 23% in rural settlements or 
villages. Most couples had lived at their current address for twenty years 
or less (58%) and were owner-occupiers (90%; of which 49% bought and 
41% built their current home). For the qualitative analyses, we draw on 
33 in-depth interviews conducted during Spring 2021 with survey re-
spondents who had indicated a willingness to participate in a follow-up 
semi-structured interview. As part of the wider study, a total of 45 in-
terviews were conducted, with interviewees selected to ensure that a 
mix of genders, generations, stayer types and life course stages were 
included. Interviewees selected for the analysis, who had made the de-
cision to live in the Clogher Valley with their partner, included 16 men 
(48%) and 17 women (52%) from a variety of life course stages (8 young 
adults (24%), 14 family formation (43%), 11 retired (33%)). The older 
couples interviewed had been with their partner for most of their adult 
lives and undertaken their move to/within the area several decades ago, 
while the younger couples discussed more recent union formation and 
residential decision-making. The interviews, which were with only one 
partner within the couple (survey respondent), were conducted either 
online or by telephone. This was due to the requirement to adhere to 
public health guidance during the global COVID-19 pandemic. All in-
terviews, which lasted 90 minutes on average, were audio-recorded, and 
professionally transcribed. With the aim of building upon initial findings 
emerging from the household survey, a wide range of themes were 
explored. Those most pertinent to the current analysis included: resi-
dential history, motivations for (not) moving, the decisions involved and 
with whom, and the negotiations and/or trade-offs these decisions 
entailed. Interviewees were assigned a pseudonym, and transcripts 
subjected to thematic analysis,5 involving close reading, re-reading, and 
coding, with key themes emerging as part of an iterative analytical 
process. 

4. Results and analysis 

Our findings indicate considerable heterogeneity in the residential 
biographies of rural-residing couples living in the Clogher Valley. 
However, a certain degree of heterogeneity in the decision-making 
processes, and the factors that influenced these residential location 
choices, was also evidenced between couples with similar residential 
biographies. Within this study, rural-residing couples expressed strong 
preferences to stay in (or move to) the rural, and discussed the advan-
tages offered by the centrality of the case study area in its wider spatial 
context, the influence of current familial bonds, as well as future family 
plans, and the variety of opportunities which existed within the area. We 
explore each of these themes in turn. 

4.1. Diversity in the residential biographies of rural-residing couples 

The residential biographies of couples living in the Clogher Valley 
had a clear local and rural bias. In over 60% of the survey sample, both 
partners had been raised in the local region (Co. Tyrone), and in over 
65% both had been raised in a rural environment. Peter,aged 25–29, 
who has always lived in the Clogher Valley countryside, noted that: 
“We’ve a wee nest here. Funnily, the wife’s family come from the other side of 
Omagh … there’s a whole nest of them out there beside each other in the 1 STAYin(g)Rural is an international project jointly funded by the Economic 

and Social Research Council (ESRC), Netherlands Organisation for Scientific 
Research (NOW), and German Research Foundation (DFG), which ran from 
2019 to 2022. Further details can be found at www.stayingrural.eu.  

2 This study received full ethical approval from Queen’s University Belfast 
(Faculty REC Reference Number: EPS 19 236).  

3 Survey data was analysed using SPSS Statistics v.26. 

4 (higher than the Northern Ireland average, whereby 96% of household 
populations identify as heterosexual or straight (Office for National Statistics, 
2022))  

5 Interview transcripts were coded and analyses using Atlas.ti. 
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countryside too.” Similar to Peter’s situation, in almost half of couples 
(48%), both members had grown up in the same settlement type as each 
other. For example, Pamela, 50–54, commented that she had grown up 
in the countryside and once married, she moved “from a farm and straight 
onto a farm”. 

Despite these similarities, there was also a great deal of diversity 
within the residential biographies of rural-residing couples. The findings 
clearly demonstrated that couples cannot simply be dichotomised as 
‘locals’ or ‘non-locals’, or ‘stayers’ and ‘incomers’. Somewhat countering 
the concept of spatial homogamy (Haandrikman, 2019), less than 
one-third (32%) of survey respondents in our sample could be charac-
terised as belonging to a ‘local’ partnership, whereby both partners had 
spent most of their childhood (0–18 years) living in the Clogher Valley. 
Even within couples whereby both partners were ‘local’ to the area (or 
had stayed in the Clogher Valley), for many some form of residential 
mobility was undertaken. In 70% of these local or staying couples within 
the survey sample, one or both partners (respectively 53% (usually the 
husband) and 17%) had moved away from the village or townland in 
which they had been raised. For example, Kim, 25-29, who has always 
lived in the same locality within the Clogher Valley, married John, also 
from the case study area. Although “it was not a big culture shock for him”, 
it nevertheless required him to move some distance, a “20-minute drive” 
to be precise, to join his new wife in her childhood townland. 

Only one fifth of survey respondents belonged to a partnership 
whereby neither partner had spent their upbringing living in the Clogher 
Valley. The most common residential history of the couples surveyed 
(48%) was that one partner had spent their childhood in the Clogher 
Valley area, whereas the other had been raised elsewhere. Raymond, 
75–80, and originally from a rural area in the East Midlands (England), 
stated that his wife Barbara “was from the very area where we now live”, 
and that she had returned (with Raymond), having secured employment 
in a local town. Over half of the ‘incoming’ partners of these mixed lo-
cality couples (as with Raymond) had also been raised in a rural setting. 
This transition to the Clogher Valley may potentially have been some-
what smoother compared to a partner who had spent their upbringing in 
an urban area. This was evident when comparing the experiences of 
Mark, Sarah, and Pamela, all of whom had moved to the Clogher Valley 
from elsewhere in Northern Ireland, to join their spouses. Mark, 40–44, 
who had always lived in an urban setting, moved to the Clogher Valley 
to be closer to his wife’s family, where she originated. He noted that 
“that’s why somebody from Belfast finds themself somehow living somewhere 
he’d never heard of for the first 25 years of his life. I was convinced my wife 
was making it up when I asked her where she was from!”. Similarly, Sarah, 
who was originally from a large town, moved to join her husband, Dave, 
on the family farm, which he would eventually inherit. When Dave, 
35–39, was asked if Sarah was happy about moving here, he said he 
“didn’t know … it was 50/50”, largely beause of the “big lifestyle change for 
her”. On the contrary, Pamela, 50–54, who was raised on a farm in the 
countryside and moved to join her new husband on his family farm, 
reflected on this formative time in her life by saying: 

“Growing up in the countryside definitely made the transition easier. 
However, I can remember coming from the airport after our hon-
eymoon and Neville had to stop because I was crying my eyes out. I 
didn’t want to leave home ….but it was the choice I had made. But it 
did make it easier because I was moving into a countryside com-
munity again.” 

The diversities of rural-residing couples demonstrated that for some 
(for example, couples whereby both partners were local to the area), the 
residential location choice may have been more straightforward; 
whereas for others (for example, couples whereby one partner was from 
an urban background, and the other partner was local), there may have 
been more negotiations, trade-offs and even tensions involved within 
the decision-making process. These findings reiterate the importance of 
acknowledging that concepts of ‘staying’ and ‘moving’ are relative to 
couples’ residential histories and are understood at varying spatial 

scales. Refuting the narrative that staying partners are ‘stuck in place’, 
and moving partners are ‘tied’ or ‘trailed’ (Amcoff and Niedomysl, 2015; 
Stockdale, 2017), we found that usually (68% of survey respondents) the 
decision to live (or stay) in the Clogher Valley was a joint decision, 
actively made by both partners. In less than a quarter of instances was it a 
sole decision, which was more often made by the male partner, espe-
cially within mixed-locality and older couples. 

4.2. An idyllic (but also an ideal) location 

Irrespective of residential biography diversities, a preference for a 
rural location was identified within the survey as one of the most 
common reasons for deciding to live in the Clogher Valley; 75% of all 
respondents indicated that this was either important or very important 
in their decision. When these preferences were further explored via the 
interviews, participants discussed a fondness for the physical charac-
teristics typically associated with rural environments, including ‘natu-
ral’ landscapes, open green spaces, and low population densities. 
Positive perceptions of quality of rural life were also expressed, 
including living within spacious, secluded, peaceful residential settings, 
yet also accompanied by the sense of security of being part of a close-knit 
community. Irene, 70–74, a retiree who returned to the area with her 
husband (originally from elsewhere in the region), explained that as a 
couple they decided to return to her home area, “just to be in the rural … it 
was ideal because we were able to get this wee forestry house nestled in 
amongst the trees … it was just perfect”. Similarly, Sally, 35–39, who 
moved to the area from a regional town to join her husband (who 
originated from a local village), indicated that: 

“From when we first met, our end goal was to buy a house in the 
countryside … to be somewhere with space and privacy … where our 
children could do what they wanted … not have to worry about them 
when they were playing outside.” 

Gary, 50–54, who also returned to the townland where he had been 
born, with his wife who originated from elsewhere in the local region, 
referred to the advantage of being able to live in the spacious open 
countryside, where their neighbours were “close, but not too close”, 
remarking that “good neighbours have good hedges!” . These findings 
support the ‘entanglement of attachment’ to rural locations that Morse 
and Mudgett (2018: 264-5) referred to, having identified a constellation 
of elements which ‘reinforce or build on one another’, when investi-
gating why people decided to stay in their home state in the USA. 

These dominant preferences for ‘the rural’ manifested differently 
between interviewees, dependent upon prior connections to the Clogher 
Valley, and to rural spaces more broadly, and stemmed from place-based 
attachments for those with a rural background (particularly expressed 
through a strong sense of belonging to the area), and place-based aspi-
rations for those without. Those who had stayed (either in the Clogher 
Valley, or in another rural locale) upon union formation strongly asso-
ciated these preferences with their rural identity, which for many had 
strengthened since childhood, and had contributed towards their strong 
sense of belonging to this rural locale. For example, Rebecca, 25–29, 
who had “only moved a mile away [with her husband], [while] still being 
able to see [her] mum and dad’s house” referred to numerous childhood 
memories of playing outside. Rebecca strongly believed that these 
memories influenced her decision to stay close to her childhood home, 
noting that “I love where I grew up … I kind of get excited because I think of 
our children when they grow up … they can explore and have adventures 
here, just like I did”. In contrast, those like Sally, 35–39 (referred to 
earlier), who had no rural background and had moved to the Clogher 
Valley upon union formation (either with, or to join their partner), 
referred to place perceptions often associated with the ‘rural idyll’, such 
as being ‘inherently good, caring, safe and advantaged’ (Shucksmith, 
2018: 9). 

Interviewees also reflected on preferences for the Clogher Valley as a 
rural location due to its accessibility. In the wider spatial context, the 
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Clogher Valley is somewhat central in Northern Ireland, situated rela-
tively close to a number of regional towns and cities (see section 3). . 
Consequently, so long as they could drive, the interviewees expressed 
how they did not feel isolated or remotely situated and believed that 
they could still easily access and avail of both local and regional 
employment, services, and facilities, whilst enjoying living in what they 
valued as a serene rural location. Indeed, over half of all survey re-
spondents indicated that both employment and the availability of ser-
vices and facilities were important/very important in their decision to 
live in the Clogher Valley (51% and 55% respectively). This was espe-
cially apparent for couples who had no prior connection to the area. 
Emma, 35–39, moved to the Clogher Valley from the Republic of Ireland 
after securing employment in a local village. Although her husband was 
originally from a regional town, where they briefly resided once mar-
ried, they eventually decided to settle in the Clogher Valley. When asked 
if she and her husband discussed potential advantages and disadvan-
tages of choosing to move to the area, Emma noted: 

“We did … in the town, we were near to everything. I suppose we 
took that into consideration … we wanted to move somewhere near a 
local school and near a community so that we weren’t in the middle 
of nowhere … We were conscious when the kids went to secondary 
school that it wasn’t going to be 20 miles away … We saw 10 miles 
from Omagh as our limit … and that’s what we got … We were really 
lucky.” 

Although this advantageous geographical location, which was also 
bolstered by good infrastructural connections, was a factor appreciated 
by all couples in the study, this was particularly valued by those of the 
younger generation in the sample, possibly because of advancements in 
daily life mobilities (Milbourne and Kitchen, 2014). For example, Jodie, 
30–34, originally from the Clogher Valley countryside, moved to a local 
village with her husband who was from a rural area elsewhere in the 
region. She highlighted that they chose this village because he found it 
“handy” to get to work due to the good road connections, and he 
appreciated that “nothing is ever too far from here [compared to his home 
area].…[and] that was a big, big pull”. 

4.3. (Future) families 

Reflective of the strong emphasis often placed on family and kinship 
in (Northern) Irish communities, particularly the family-oriented rural 
society explored by Ní Laoire (2007), being close to family members was 
also highlighted as being important/very important when deciding to 
live/stay in the Clogher Valley: 73% of survey respondents scored it 
between 7 and 10 (out of 10) for level of importance. Unsurprisingly, 
this was more common for couples whereby one or both partners had 
spent most of their upbringing in the area (of these couples, 75% and 
84% respectively rated being close to family as important/very impor-
tant). Interviewee narratives also emphasised the importance of being 
close to family members in the decision to live/stay in the Clogher 
Valley upon union formation. However, these narratives revealed that 
the influence of family entailed multiple, often inter-related, di-
mensions. Building upon this, we identified a certain complexity when 
considering the role of family upon the residential location choice, 
which was often entangled with other influences such as a sense of 
belonging, quality of life, and structural opportunities (for example, 
employment and housing), and involved a multitude of temporal re-
lations, including past, present, and even potential future family 
members. 

Again, the residential biographies of couples seemed to play a role in 
differentiating the influence of family on residential decision-making. 
Couples whereby both partners were raised in the Clogher Valley, 
particularly those who were younger, frequently emphasised emotional 
bonds and attachments to family, explaining that these accentuated 
their strong sense of place belonging. For example, when Grace, 25–29, 
reflected on the decision she had made with her partner Lewis (who 

originated from elsewhere in the area) to live opposite her parents’ 
home, she noted, “Family … It was a big thing for me … I’m a big family 
person, so it’s great that they’re still so close by ….It’s nice that we still have 
such a good bond with one another ….it was definitely an important part of 
staying around here”. 

In instances whereby only one partner within the couple was raised 
in the Clogher Valley, a greater emphasis was often placed upon the 
‘local insider advantages’ (Fischer et al., 2000) connected to the family 
of the staying partner. Examples included employment and housing 
opportunities which had arisen through involvement with a family 
business, or inheritance of a family property, both of which may not only 
enhance their sense of belonging to the area, but also enable them to 
fulfill their desire to stay. There were also multiple instances whereby 
family connections had facilitated the purchase of land, enabling the 
newly formed household to build their own home. Cathy, 50–54, who 
originated from elsewhere in the region, emphasised the influence of 
both these insider advantages on the decision to join her Clogher Valley 
born-and-raised husband Emmett. She noted: 

“I moved here and got married … Emmett owns [name of local 
business]; him and his brother … It had been on the go for a good 
number of years before I met him, and he had already started a house 
here … because of this, it would never have been a consideration that 
he would have moved to my home place. There would have been 
very little sense in that.” 

Similarly, Steve, 35–39, originally from the Clogher Valley, married 
Flo who was also brought up in a rural area, but elsewhere in the region. 
When discussing why they decided to live in the area, Steve reflected: 

“We both wanted to live in the countryside. So, it was either at her 
mum and dad’s … or near my mum and dad. But there was planning 
permission on the site at home here … So, that’s pretty much the 
main reason ….that and I suppose being close to family. But we were 
always going to live in the countryside, regardless of what part of the 
country it was going to be.” 

Whilst the influence of family upon the decision to live/stay in the 
area differed between couples with diverse residential biographies, 
there was a common shared appreciation of the many advantages of 
living close to family members. This was particularly pertinent when 
considering future family members. Having access to future childcare 
provisions by family members was often an important influencing fac-
tor, particularly by younger, female interviewees. David and Rachel, 
both originally from the Clogher Valley, still live close to both sets of 
parents. Rachel, 30–34, now a mother, always knew that this would 
prove advantageous when they had children. She reflected: 

“It worked out well for me that David is the one I married … we both 
got to stay close to home … To have mum and dad close by … 
certainly since I’ve had Isla, the help and support they gave me has 
been great. I would have been lost without them … especially mum 
… I always knew that would be the case.” 

In the case of (future) families, there were notable generational 
differences. Older couples, particularly those whereby both partners 
were local to the area, did not report any such considerations when 
making this fundamental residential choice preceding/during their 
family formation life course stage. In contrast, upon union formation, 
and especially family formation, it was common for the woman partner 
to relinquish her position in the labour market, resulting in a lesser 
dependency upon parental support and therefore reduced aspiration to 
locate closer to the parental home. This was explored by Ronald, 70–74, 
now retired and living with his wife, both of whom were brought up in 
the Clogher Valley: 

“My wife worked at the banks before she was married. At that time, 
once married, you had to retire from the bank … She finally got 
another job … when we came here, she worked another three years 
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… basically until our first daughter came along ….she stayed at home 
then until our youngest went to high school. That was just how it 
was.” 

There was also an obvious interplay between the influential role of 
future family plans in shaping residential location choice upon union 
formation and (aforementioned) preferences for rural residence. Many 
interviewees reported that, when deciding to live in the area, the couple 
had considered where they wanted to raise their children. This was 
particularly evident when at least one partner within the couple had a 
rural upbringing. Fuelled by their sense of belonging to the rural envi-
ronment, which often strongly inter-link with family ties (Lähdesmäki 
et al., 2016), multiple references were made to aspirations for their 
(prospective) children to enjoy childhood experiences akin to their own. 
Emma, 35–39, originally from a rural area in the Republic of Ireland, 
temporarily lived in one of the regional towns once married, but noted: 

“The plan was always to get back to the countryside. We wanted our 
children to have the same outdoor, country life as I had … We 
couldn’t have imagined raising them in the town.” 

Interestingly, akin to Emma, numerous interviewees acknowledged 
that these aspirations were not always immediately and totally fulfilled 
upon union formation. Many noted that if they initially could not afford 
to build or purchase what was to be their ‘forever’ home in a rural 
setting, they decided to either purchase or rent a property in one of the 
local villages or nearby towns. As indicated by both young mothers 
Jodie and Rachel, and retiree Ronald, this had been deemed more 
affordable, enabling them to plan (or save) for their future home, whilst 
giving them time to establish themselves as a new family unit within the 
area. Rachel, 30–34, referred to how her husband had been in the pro-
cess of establishing a new business in the Clogher Valley at the time they 
married. Long-term, “the idea was that we would rent here, save and then 
buy somewhere close by once he was set up.” Likewise, Ronald, 70–74, who 
married relatively young at the age of 22, mentioned that “at that age we 
rented just outside [nearby village] which was 10 miles away. It didn’t even 
have a flushed toilet”. Mainly for financial reasons, Ronald and his wife 
didn’t purchase their first home in the Clogher Valley until nine months 
after getting married, because renting “just made sense at the time. We 
weren’t quite ready to buy … it did the job short-term.” 

The findings indicated that being close to family members was more 
typically viewed as a proactive consideration within the residential 
location choice, as opposed to a constraint or obligation. Whereas almost 
three quarters of survey respondents indicated that ‘being close to family 
members’ was an important factor influencing the decision to live in the 
Clogher Valley, only 53% suggested that family responsibilities (such as 
caregiving or taking up employment in a family business) were influ-
ential. Notwithstanding this, whilst not necessarily considered an obli-
gation, constraint or responsibility, there was a duty of care sensed by 
some interviewees, particularly younger women, and those who were a 
staying partner. Grace, 25–29, who along with her husband rents a 
property situated opposite her parents’ house, recognises that her ageing 
parents may require additional help in the future, and living nearby will 
enable her to provide that with greater ease. She noted, “my parents are 
late sixties now and I don’t want to be too far away. I want to be here incase 
they need me … it’s easy when I’m literally across the road”. 

4.4. Opportunities, not obligations 

Within the survey, neither employment nor housing were identified 
as the main reason why respondents decided to live in the Clogher 
Valley. However, they were nonetheless important factors for more than 
half of the respondents, with 51% of the survey sample stating that 
employment was important/very important, and 56% stating this for 
housing. The interviewee narratives supported the importance of these 
factors but highlighted how they were often intertwined with the con-
siderations discussed earlier, in relation to preferences to live in a rural 

location, the locale’s favourable accessibility, centrality of family, and 
their strong sense of belonging to the area. Like these influences, ex-
planations concerning the importance of housing and employment 
differed according to the diverse age and residential profiles of couples. 
This is revealed by comparing the narratives of Kim and Kenneth. Kim, 
25–29, who, like her husband John, has always lived in the Clogher 
Valley, but worked elsewhere, noted: 

“It was an ideal spot for us. Not overly busy and close to home. It’s 
close to the main road … John teaches in the local college, so he’d be 
going Omagh direction, and then I work Portadown direction, so it’s 
straight out onto the main road and down to the motorway.” 

Kenneth, 80–84, is a retired teacher who had moved to live in the 
Clogher Valley with his wife Margaret after both secured local 
employment, despite neither having prior connections to the area: 

“Margaret says, “Why don’t you apply for this job?” It was in the 
Clogher Valley … I’d never heard of it. My father hadn’t a car so we 
didn’t travel a lot round Northern Ireland. But … I applied anyway … 
and got it … So we came to live here. It’s about 50 miles from where 
we were from and the way that travel was those days, the roads 
weren’t just as good … you had all these twisty roads. Margaret got a 
job here too … It was a very lucky life, looking back on it.” 

There were numerous instances whereby employment was evidently 
a central reason for a partner who originated from beyond the Clogher 
Valley to move and join a staying partner. The staying partner, often 
male, was typically either an established business owner in the area or 
worked in a less geographically flexible occupation (for example, agri-
culture). This was compared to the moving partner, who was most often 
female and employed in occupations with more transferrable skills, in 
roles with lower levels of both ownership and responsibility and located 
in nearby regional centres within commuting distance. As an example, 
Nancy, 55–59, was working in education in a regional town and chose to 
move to the area after meeting her husband, a local self-employed 
business owner, explaining, “well, he had the garage here. It just made 
sense”. This was similarly the case for Cathy, 50–54, married to Emmet, 
also a local business owner. When asked about negotiations surrounding 
residential location choice, she emphasised that: 

“There weren’t really any negotiators – it was a foregone conclusion 
… he built the business from scratch and put a lot of work and hours 
into it. I worked in Armagh and going from my home place to 
Armagh would have been maybe about half an hour … it was much 
the same from here.. So, it wasn’t going to be a big upheaval in that 
respect for me … it wasn’t like I had to give up my work.” 

Similar trends were identified in couples whereby both partners were 
from originally from the area. There was a tendency to locate closer to 
the home place of the partner with greater insider-location advantages, 
which again were often employment-based, less geographically flexible, 
and belonging to the male partner. This was particularly apparent for 
those of the older generation in the sample. Stewart, 70–74, a retired 
farmer born and raised on the home farm in the Clogher Valley, married 
Valerie, originally from a nearby village. When asked if she was happy to 
move to the home farm which he would inherit, he replied, “Oh aye. 
There was never any question. With the farm, that was the way of it”. 

Housing availability and affordability were recurrent themes when 
discussing factors influencing the couples’ residential location choice. In 
the Clogher Valley, housing was generally viewed as expensive, yet 
better value in terms of both dwelling size and location, compared to 
other rural areas in Northern Ireland, and the surrounding urban 
regional centres. Narratives surrounding housing (un)availability were 
largely dependent upon both the economic and policy environment at 
the time of union formation, with a clear intergenerational distinction 
between couples. Older couples such as Kenneth, 80–84 (and wife 
Margaret) remarked that when they sought housing upon moving to the 
Clogher Valley, “there was only one house sold in the village and nobody 
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was building”. This lull period in the local housing market resulted in 
having to live in council housing for the first six years. On the contrary, 
members of younger couples, such as Tess, 25–29, reflected on her more 
recent experience with a restrictive policy environment and its impact 
on progressing with building a property with her partner Tom. She noted 
that the prospect of them getting to stay long term may be limited, as 
“getting planning permission is a nightmare … it’s a joke”. 

The influential role of housing upon location choice also differed 
according to the residential biographies of couples. Re-emphasising the 
interrelatedness of multiple factors when making this choice, we found 
that many couples where at least one, and especially in instances where 
both partners, had spent most of their upbringing living in the Clogher 
Valley, reported that they had either been able to build on family 
farmland, been offered the opportunity to renovate a vacant or derelict 
farm dwelling, or had inherited a property from a deceased family 
member. These advantages were often male-dominated, and more 
typically reported by older couples and those involved (directly or 
indirectly) within agriculture or local business in the Clogher Valley. 
However, the declining prevalence in full-time farming across rural 
Northern Ireland, alongside changes in planning law (Department of 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs, 2017; Stockdale and Fer-
guson, 2020), appeared to be shifting these gendered privileges. Sup-
porting findings by Stockdale and Catney (2014), the interviews 
revealed examples of younger couples choosing to build/renovate 
property on land to which the woman partner has local connections. 
Jodie, 25–29, originally from the area and with close emotional ties to 
her family and a strong place attachment, along with her husband, who 
is from a nearby rural area but employed in Belfast, recently purchased a 
property in the village closest to her childhood home. She indicated that 
“it just made sense [to live in the Clogher Valley] really. He was working in 
Belfast … it was close to home for me, close to my old school where we would 
eventually, hopefully, send our kids … and we are planning to build on 
daddy’s farm, but we’ve just not got that far yet.” Similarly, Rebecca, 
25–29, who has always lived in the area, and her husband Ron, from a 
regional town, explained, “Ron’s an architect ….and he wanted to build 
and design our house … Dad had sites, being a farmer and all … I always 
knew I wanted to stay near home … plus, Ron didn’t come with any sites!” 
For these couples, it was the availability of housing opportunities that 
was the decisive factor in their residential location choice. In contrast, 
couples with no prior background in the Clogher Valley indicated that 
housing affordability (or more specifically the opportunity to purchase a 
larger dwelling at a lower price compared to other (rural) areas) was 
influential. In combination with the rural preferences, the sense of 
belonging that was difficult to replicate elsewhere, and the ideal central 
location, it also made financial sense to these couples to invest in 
property in the area. 

5. Conclusions 

This paper has explored diversities in the residential biographies of 
rural-residing couples and their relationship with the decision-making 
processes associated with residential location choice upon union for-
mation. Adopting a life course perspective, we explored this through a 
case study in the Clogher Valley (County Tyrone, Northern Ireland). The 
adoption of this life course perspective proved to be a strength of this 
analysis. Importantly, it helped us to identify generational shifts in the 
residential decision-making processes of couples, but it also served to 
highlight that distinctions between life course stages (such as union and 
family formation) can occasionally be indiscernible, and that future 
family formation is often a key consideration in residential location 
choices upon union formation. 

The analysis of the subsample of STAYin(g)Rural household survey 
data revealed that rural-residing couples are not a homogenous popu-
lation, and that there was considerable diversity in place of upbringing, 
across different spatial scales. Within our sample, there was a large 
proportion of couples whereby one partner had been raised in the 

Clogher Valley and the other had been raised elsewhere, yet there were 
also couples with no history in the local area, or where one partner had a 
rural upbringing and the other a childhood spent in an urban environ-
ment. This complicates labels commonly employed in migration schol-
arship: ‘stayers’ or ‘movers’, ‘returnees’ or ‘newcomers’, and even 
‘locals’ or ‘non-locals’ can mask considerable diversity of residential 
biographies and experiences, particularly for couples. While some cou-
ples might be considered as ‘stayers’ or ‘incomers’, we found many ex-
amples of couples comprising a staying (or returning) partner with a 
moving (or incoming) partner. These diversities reiterate the importance 
of ensuring a broad, comprehensive approach when considering means 
of supporting couples to live/stay in the rural. Relatedly, labels such as 
‘tied stayer’, ‘tied migrant’ and ‘trailing spouse’, used to characterise 
(im)mobility within couples, are largely negative, suggesting that 
stayers have felt obliged to stay, and that movers have had no other 
choice but to move (to join/support their partner). On the contrary, this 
research demonstrated that the decision to stay/live in the Clogher 
Valley was largely a joint, active, deliberate, and indeed positive deci-
sion made by couples. 

Whilst insights into couple agency are useful in terms of under-
standing how couples navigate and negotiate their residential location 
choice, it remains important to explore why such decisions are made. 
Taking the (residential) biographical diversities into account, both 
within and between couples, it cannot be assumed that similar experi-
ences are encountered when making the decision of where to live upon 
union formation. However, regardless of these diversities, several 
common, often inter-related, themes dominated the findings, including 
economic, environmental, emotional, geographical, and social factors 
influencing the decisions for couples to live/stay in the rural. Whereas 
economic reasons have been well-documented within the literature 
(Amcoff and Niedomysl, 2015), and non-economic reasons are now 
being afforded increasing research attention (Brandén and Haandrik-
man, 2018; Albrecht et al., 2019), there remains a need to enhance our 
understanding of the complex interplay of all these factors, and how 
together they have a strong bearing on the rural residential location 
choice made by couples upon union formation. For many participants 
within this study, it was a combination of the centrality, accessibility, 
affordability, and rurality of the Clogher Valley, which was home to 
many wider family members within this family-oriented society, but also 
was within commuting distance to multiple surrounding regional 
employment and service centres, that made it an attractive place to live – 
and to stay. We also found that many of the common themes manifested 
themselves differently within the decision-making process according to 
the residential profile of the couple. For example, whilst housing op-
portunities were a prevalent theme, there were marked differences in 
concerns around housing affordability and availability, the specificities of 
how these issues influenced residential location choices, and for whom. 
Overarching many of these factors, though, was a strong sense of place 
belonging, which shaped residents’ desire to stay in the area, and which 
were ultimately determined by a vast array of these everyday factors 
such as housing and employment opportunities or constraints. 

Complementing, and furthering, existing evidence concerning the 
gendered nature of residential location choice upon union formation 
(Cooke, 2008; Brandén, 2014), we focus, in part, on the generational 
dimensions of these decision-making processes. Whilst adopting a life 
course perspective and placing our emphasis upon residential location 
choices upon union formation, we chose not to confine our sample only 
to those currently at this life course stage. Instead, by broadening the 
sample to incorporate all participants who had undergone this transi-
tion, reflections within the narratives revealed both gendered and 
generational dynamics to most of the emerging themes. We found evi-
dence of generational shifts in the economic, social, and cultural factors 
which have often been highlighted within the literature as being influ-
ential on residential decision-making processes (Amcoff and Niedomysl, 
2015; Løken et al., 2013; Albrecht et al., 2019). For example, our older 
interviewees indicated that it was the cultural ‘norm’ for women (in 
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heterosexual couples) to follow their husband/partner’s locational tra-
jectories, which were often bound with less geographically flexible 
employment, and/or situations related to farm or land ownership. Yet 
our younger interviewees suggested that these traditions were waning. 
Indeed, existing evidence places a large emphasis upon a 
male-dominance within the decision-making process and suggests that 
these are largely driven by economic factors. However, we found that 
whilst this was predominantly the case for those in older generations, 
most of these decisions are now made jointly by both partners, and that, 
for a variety of reasons, economic (including increasing female partici-
pation in the labour market (Jaumotte, 2004) and declining male 
engagement in the agricultural sector (Department of Agriculture, 
Environment and Rural Affairs, 2017)) and socio-cultural (including the 
growing influence of daily-life and virtual motilities (Milbourne and 
Kitchen, 2014)), these gender imbalances in residential location choice 
are somewhat weakening. 

Whilst the wider project’s household survey provided detailed in-
formation on a range of themes related to mobility and staying, and 
proved useful for providing background context, these were solely from 
the perspective of the respondent. It was follow-up interviews with 
survey respondents that provided greater insight into the complex 
decision-making processes of the residential location choice of the 
couple. Nevertheless, whilst comprehensive details concerning the 
backgrounds and perspectives of both partners within the couple were 
specifically sought within the interviews, the inclusion of both partners 
within the conversation may have added further insights (see Bjørnholt 
et al., 2014) into the dynamics of couples’ decisions to stay in the rural. 
Additionally, the composition of our overall project sample meant that 
the analysis within this paper has focused solely upon heterosexual 
couples. Inclusion of greater diversity of partnerships may have un-
covered additional nuances. Finally, we need to acknowledge potential 
differences in memory recall (Kirkegaard Thomsen and Brinkmann, 
2009) around the residential decision-making process, which may 
differentially impact the narratives of the older retirees interviewed, 
who undertook these decisions considerably longer ago than the 
younger adults within the sample. 

In summary, analyses of household residential decisions considering 
both partners’ biographies have been limited in number and scope, 
particularly in rural contexts. These findings highlight multiple di-
versities in the residential biographies of rural-residing couples, and the 
subsequent influence of these diversities on the residential decision- 
making process upon union formation. By paying more attention to 
such diversities, we have the potential to better understand the resi-
dential decision-making processes that couples undergo during this 
important life course transition, and obtain greater insight into the 
relational nature of these processes, including who stays, who moves, 
and why, when, where and how. Obtaining a greater understanding of 
these diversities and the associated nuances within the decision-making 
process, in addition to how these have shifted across generations, also 
has important policy implications. It provides insights into identifying 
the most appropriate means of both encouraging and supporting couples 
to live, and indeed stay, in rural locales, and emphasises the importance 
of continually reassessing these support measures according to changing 
economic and structural conditions, and socio-cultural norms. 
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