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Abstract

:

Depopulation is a serious problem facing developed countries, among them Spain. It is especially severe in rural areas, where some vicious circles emerge, nourished by reduced infrastructures and services, deteriorated quality of life, the low inflow of new inhabitants, low local development and an aged population. In this context, social economy institutions may be a key factor in the fight against population decline, having a leading role in reactivating economic dynamism through the creation of stable, high-quality jobs, promoting the local endogenous development of rural areas, helping enhance income in those spaces, encouraging the arrival of people and impacting positively on social cohesion, and enabling sustainable growth. This paper focuses on Castilla-La Mancha, an eminently rural region, which is among the areas most severely impacted by the loss of population in Spain. The aim is to analyze the factors that affect the settlement of population, and to demonstrate that social economy institutions may be a resilience factor of rural population. A partial least squares model, composed of 8 constructs related to 21 variables extracted from data for 2017 and 2018 on the 613 municipalities, allows us to demonstrate that the existence of social economy entities helps to anchor population and increase the resilience of this territory.
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1. Introduction


Depopulation is a complex demographic and territorial phenomenon, referring to a chronic decrease in inhabitants and affecting the spatial distribution of population. It is currently one of the most serious problems facing many countries, including Germany, Poland, Italy, Russia, Japan, the United States, Italy, Greece, and Spain [1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8]. In the case of Spain, such is the significance of population decline that 85.5% of the people consider it a serious or very serious problem [9] and the public authorities have set up a number of commissions to address the problem of depopulation (the Senate Select Committee on Demographic Development and the Government Commission on the Demographic Challenge, besides the creation of commissions and working groups by various political parties). The situation at a European level is similar, where demographic change is a major challenge, especially in rural areas. The 2020 strategy addressed these demographic challenges from the perspective of employment, education, innovation, poverty reduction, climate, and energy. The implementation of rural development policies for the 2014–2020 period, established under the framework of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), has attempted to alleviate this problem. Furthermore, the European Commission has pledged to actively include depopulation among the objectives for the following planning periods, with the intention of the most badly affected regions benefitting from specific development programs. The new recovery, transformation and resilience plan, designed by the Spanish government after the COVID-19 crisis, addresses the demographic challenge to ensure territorial cohesion in one of the four priority axes identified, in order to ensure that the plan’s effects reach the entire territory, both to large urban and more dynamic areas, such as small rural municipalities or areas affected by the demographic decline.



The dynamic of population is heterogeneous and relates to urbanization tendencies [10]. Depopulation affects small municipalities more severely, and it is an eminently rural phenomenon [11,12]. In Spain, 3926 municipalities have a population density of less than 12.5 hab/km2 (the demographic risk threshold defined by the EU) and occupy 48% of the country’s area [11]. Since 1997, municipalities of fewer than 1000 inhabitants have lost more than 15% of their population, while those between 1000 and 5000 have lost less than 5% and bigger rural municipalities (more than 5000 inhabitants) have increased their population by more than 6% [10].



One of the regions most affected by decline and low population density is Castilla-La Mancha. During the last decade, its number of inhabitants has reduced by more than 100,000 people, positioning itself among those Spanish communities with fewer inhabitants (2,032,863). The loss of population in this region consists of multiple interrelated dimensions. On the one hand, it has an aged population structure, where people aged 65 and over account for 19% of the total, while the population under the age of 16 represents 16%. This situation is aggravated in the rural environment (municipalities with fewer than 2000 inhabitants), where the percentage of people over 65 years old reached 29% in 2019. It is also impacted by the negative natural increase of population and the consequent progressive emptying of the population in the rural environment. On the other hand, attention must be paid to geographical dispersion and the low population densities of Castilla-La Mancha, which presents the lowest population density of the nation, with a rate of 26 inhabitants per square kilometer, a situation that is aggravated if we take into account that there are areas, such as most of the provinces of Cuenca and Guadalajara, where it does not exceed 5 inhabitants per square kilometer. Specifically, 67.4% of municipalities (619 out of 919) have a population density below 12.5 hab/km2, and more than 90% of the region is classified as a rural environment, that is, 70% of the 919 municipalities have a population of fewer than 1000 inhabitants, 24% have between 1001 and 5000 inhabitants, while the rest (6%) have more than 5000 inhabitants. According to the latest report prepared by the regional government as part of its depopulation strategy, approximately 30% of municipalities are sparsely populated or at risk of depopulation, of which 2.6% (53,760) of the population are at imminent risk of disappearance. Of the 679 municipalities that lose population, 562 (83%) have fewer than 1000 inhabitants, which highlights the close relationship between the size of the municipalities and the intensity of the demographic problems, which are concentrated in the smallest ones. This situation not only reflects the eminently rural character of this region, but also highlights the demographic phenomenon of depopulation and low population intensity, which particularly affects the provinces of Cuenca and Guadalajara, as well as certain counties or rural areas of the west and south of the provinces of Toledo, Ciudad Real and Albacete.



Depopulation comes about as a result of very diverse factors, such as those related to the natural environment, infrastructures, the territorial, political and administrative organization, the economic model and social dynamics. It behooves us, therefore, to look for causes and solutions. Local development theory provides us with an adequate framework for this analysis. Local development strategies, which aim to increase economic, political, and social wellbeing through endogenous changes, take on a leading role in placing the territory at the center of their policy, acting as the main development actor through the interaction of economic factors [13,14], in accordance with existing local conditions (productive structure), labor market, entrepreneurship and innovation capacity, available capital, regulations and institutions, etc. [15]. In this context, social economy companies must be taken into account during the implementation of such endogenous development policies [16,17,18] since their partners and activity are linked to the territory, enhancing the development of the rural landscape [19,20,21] and integrating the needs and specifications of the environment [22]. In short, the fight against demographic decline in Castilla-La Mancha requires comprehensive measures based on the principles of local development policy, where the greatest success of the interventions depends on the degree of involvement of the local actors [23].



Previous studies establish a theoretical framework for demonstrating that social economy companies are involved in the process of local development and consequently in population fixation [21,24,25,26,27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34]. The main contribution of this work is to present an empirical process analysis model that demonstrates both the direction of the relationships between this type of company and population fixation, as well as their intensity. Thus, the objective of this study is to analyze the factors that influence the fixation of the population in a certain territory, and to demonstrate that the existence of social economy entities can be a factor of resilience for the population in rural territories. The study is organized into four parts. Following this introduction, the second section reviews the literature, which will provide the background to the theoretical model. The third section presents the methodology and the data used in the model, which is a partial least squares model, composed of 8 constructs related to 21 variables extracted from data for 2017–2018 on the 613 municipalities in Albacete, Cuenca, and Guadalajara, three provinces in the region of Castilla-La Mancha (Spain). The fourth section presents our results and discussion, and finally our conclusions.




2. Determinants of the Settlement of Population in a Particular Territory: The Theoretical Model


Of the main factors involved in the process of loss of population in the rural environments, we can highlight the following [35,36,37,38,39,40,41]: 1. shortfall in the provision of basic services such as educational, health or leisure services; 2. aging and masculinization of the population; 3. lack of basic infrastructures, such as communication infrastructures, which limits mobility and accessibility to certain basic services; 4. a non-dynamic labor market (predominantly agricultural) with a lack of job opportunities, especially for young people and women. Fueled by the above, migratory movements also becomes one of the most important causes of depopulation [35,42,43].



In this context, without abandoning the main goal of this work, six hypotheses (H1, H2, H3, H4, H5 and H6) are introduced in a confirmatory way. They relate to the influence of demographic factors and access to basic services on the size of the population, and enrich the empirical model proposed to contrast the main hypothesis (H7 and H8).



2.1. Impact of Demographic Factors on Population Settlement in a Specific Territory


From a demographic perspective, population loss is caused by two main factors: the negative natural population change [44,45] and the negative migration balance [43]. The first, understood as the population variation due to the difference between live births and deaths, is mainly motivated by both the reduction of birth rates [46], and the high aging rates of the population [1,47] which, in the case of Spain, is mainly concentrated in small rural municipalities (fewer than 1000 inhabitants) in which 30% of the population exceeds 65 years, and 15% exceeds 80 [11].



Then, considering that low vegetative growth has become one of the main causes of depopulation in rural areas [48,49], it raises the first hypothesis:



Hypothesis 1 (H1).

The greater the natural population change in a municipality, the greater is the population level.





Demographic growth will, therefore, depend on the ability of migration movements to compensate for low birth rates. In this sense, the beginning of the 21st century has borne witness to a new growth of both internal and external migration in Spain, with Madrid, the archipelagos and the Mediterranean coastal areas attracting the greatest influx of persons [50]. Hence, we find regions with positive net migration and others, with the highest depopulation rates, where net migration is negative. This negative migratory balance, characterized by migration toward the larger centers of population [35], has a negative effect on population settlement in the territory in question, and the persistence of such migratory movements has a negative impact on population resilience [51]. Saco [52] proposes seven factors that fuel negative net migration: tertiarization of the economy, the level of qualifications in the population, relocation of production processes, economic globalization, urbanization and the spread of new technologies. In this sense, Godenau [53] posits that employment opportunities play a key role in determining migratory flows. In other words, migratory movements head towards areas with higher levels of job creation. Furthermore, this process is exacerbated by the uprooting of women in rural regions, which is a product of the characteristics of the labor market in these areas, the access to mobility [54] and the outflow of young people in search of those educational opportunities needed to continue their training, given the limitations in their places of origin [55]. The outflow of such people has the effect of aggravating population aging [56], impoverishment and the lack of dynamism in rural areas [57]. Breaking this vicious circle is essential to encourage the repopulation of territories.



A deeper analysis of the migration process involves looking at the key role of immigrants in the rural environment, given that they act as “shock absorbers” in the depopulation crisis [58,59], rejuvenating and revitalizing not only demographic structures but also local labor markets [43,60,61], indirectly contributing to natural population change [62,63].



The study by Sampedro and Camarero [64] concurs with these notions, but also underlines, however, that mid- and long-term repopulation derived from this process will also depend on the characteristics of both the recipient populated areas (facilities, labor market, etc.) and the immigrants. Foreign immigrants are typically young adults who arrive in search of work, being employed mainly in sectors such as construction, hotels, catering, agriculture, and domestic service (usually unskilled employment) [65], suggesting a direct relationship between the arrival of immigrants and an increase in the multi-functionality of rural areas [66]. The arrival of immigration is thus considered to counteract depopulation. We thus define net migration as the difference between migratory inflow and outflow, and given the above, our second and third hypotheses are:



Hypothesis 2 (H2).

Positive net migration helps maintain population levels in municipalities due to its contribution to a natural increase.





Hypothesis 3 (H3).

There is a positive relationship between the labor market and net migration.






2.2. Impact of Access to Services and Basic Facilities on Population Settlement in a Territory


Many factors determine the quality of life in rural environments, but health and education services are of undoubted significance [55]. There exists a direct association between health and education services and citizens’ quality of life. This relationship is even more pronounced in rural areas, given that the lack of such services implies the need to travel to nearby centers of population, with private vehicle ownership being essential to mobility [38]. The deterioration of these services would lead to a renewed rural exodus [67,68,69,70,71,72,73]. The loss of attractiveness in local communities leads to the loss of social activity, and the community gradually becomes lethargic [74]. The sense of having “no future” could cultivate the vicious circle of poor development prospects [75].



Schools attract new residents and encourage migratory flows, since the better the provision and quality of educational infrastructures in rural areas, the greater is the likelihood of attracting new inhabitants [40], with rural schools playing an important role in patterns of population mobility [76]. Furthermore, school closures have a negative influence on the local demography and economy, mainly in remote regions [77,78]. Educational attainment tends to be strongly correlated with the development possibilities of regions; rural areas with lower levels of educational attainment present higher unemployment, poverty rates and population decline compared to those with higher educational levels [79]. Although the concentration of services in larger settings is not an exclusive phenomenon of rural and depopulated areas [73], it does have a greater impact.



Along the same lines, Alburquerque [80] points out the importance of investments in education, basic infrastructures and social services in the process of territorial economic development, since the greater possibility of education and health services encourage a higher rate of economic growth [81] through the generation of economic activity and the attraction of a new population [82,83], which favors both the maintenance of social capital [84] and rural development [85]. Thus, the disappearance of certain educational services supposes the beginning of a spiral of suppression of other services [86] which deepens the risk of poverty and increases depopulation.



Then, even if the concentration of services and population maintain relationships in both directions, based on the above, we propose the following four hypotheses:



Hypothesis 4 (H4).

The greater the provision of health services in a municipality, the greater the boost of population by the arrival of new immigrants.





Hypothesis 5 (H5).

The greater the provision of health services in a municipality, the greater the level of economic activities.





Hypothesis 6 (H6).

The greater the provision of education services in a municipality, the greater the boost of population by the arrival of new immigrants.





Hypothesis 7 (H7).

The greater the provision of education services in a municipality, the greater the level of economic activities.





The changes in rural employment in the OECD countries during the past decades have underlined the rising role of occupation in services and, in some cases, industrial activities, compensating for the decline in agricultural employment. Nevertheless, this is not a homogeneous trend, and the relative success of some rural areas depends on economic dynamism. In many, but not all, rural areas, the secular decline in agricultural employment has been more than counterbalanced by growing employment in these other sectors [87]. The authors Johnson and Lichter [12] argue that in the United States there exist rural enterprise zones where population growth has been strong for decades (including in nonmetropolitan counties), because they have been able to diversify their economic fabric, complementing the agricultural one, as the population is close to employment centers.



In this context, and considering all of the above, we could question how the economic activity and the labor market relates to the population level, giving rise to the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 8 (H8).

The greater the level of economic activity, the better the labor market performance.





Hypothesis 9 (H9).

The better the labor market performance, the greater the natural population growth.





Hypothesis 10 (H10).

The better the labor market performance, the greater the population level.






2.3. Social Economy Institutions, Endogenous Development, and Population Density


Local development strategies, which emerged in the 1970s in response to the process of globalization and economic integration, aim to increase economic, political, and social wellbeing through endogenous changes driven by local resources, which are the potential for community development [13,14]. They act through the interaction of economic and productive factors [88], where the territory is positioned at the center of politics as a development actor [13]. Therefore, depopulation and a low intensity of population, as territorial phenomena, perform as restricting elements that limit the endogenous growth possibilities.



Being the territory at the core of local development strategies, it is expected that there will be differences between the development policies implemented in each region [89], as these must be formulated in accordance with existing local conditions (productive structure, labor market, entrepreneurship and innovation capacity, available capital, regulations, and institutions, etc.) [15]. In this regard, authors such as Alburquerque [90] or Vázquez-Barquero [91] highlight the importance of the good organization of the local productive system, job creation, promotion of innovation systems, participation of local actors (institutions, companies, and citizens), improvement of the social level and the creation of networks of companies, among others, as necessary elements of this transformation process.



Institutions also intervene in the efficiency of local development policy [75,92,93], where territorial governance networks play a decisive role in promoting endogenous development [94,95] through experience and knowledge of the specific needs of the environment [5]. In this regard, Rodríguez-Pose and Palavicini-Corona [96] highlight the different effects on economic and social well-being according to the behavior of the institutions: in those cases where they promote the participation of citizens in the design, implementation and evaluation of initiatives, local development policy has a greater impact than in the municipalities where such local actions are politicized.



In the framework of promoting endogenous development, it is necessary to consider that social economy enterprises act as agents of development [17,21,97] from different perspectives such as job creation, population fixation, poverty reduction, economic, social and territorial cohesion, increased efficiency of public policies, the extension of citizen participation, and sustainable development [24,25,27,28,29,32,98,99,100,101,102,103]. Thus, such companies, which have a democratic structure based on a participatory basis and cooperative values [104] are closely linked to the territory [105]. This allows them to integrate the needs and concerns of the environment [22], taking into account its specific circumstances (social, environmental and cultural), while acting as dynamizing agents of local resources [106]. In addition, their activity is linked to a specific area which favors, on the one hand, the creation of networks capable of strengthening the social and economic relations of local actors [107], and, on the other hand, the reinvestment of profits causing a multiplier effect on the generation of wealth, employment, and economic activity [16], bringing added value to the local development process [108,109]. In this way, social economy companies play a key role as service providers in those areas that are less attractive, economically speaking, for the rest of the for-profit companies [110].



Likewise, institutions of cooperative and collective origin create economic activity and employment [111], as they favor both the creation of other companies in the different sectors of economic activity (highlighting activities such as agriculture, financial intermediation, commercial distribution, associated work, services and construction) [112], as well as the creation of stable and quality jobs [101,113,114] or the agricultural restructuring, modernization and industrialization of the productive fabric in rural areas [115]. In this way, they contribute to the correction of labor market imbalances, as well as to the generation and diversification of the business fabric [32,116], meeting the needs of their partners and other stakeholders (other cooperatives, the unemployed, suppliers, clients, and other actors) [20]. All this is carried out through the creation of indefinite jobs and the inclusion of diverse and inclusive staff [117,118]. These strengths have been demonstrated during the recessive period, when while the rest of the capitalist companies decimated employment levels, they maintained and even increased pre-crisis employment levels, highlighting their ability to maintain and generate employment in recession cycles [119] thus cushioning the harmful effects of the crisis [120,121]). Similarly, thanks both to their own cooperative characteristics and principles [20], and to their lower financial dependence [33] they have become an instrument for the recovery of companies declared bankrupt after the last financial crisis [122].



Social economy organizations, as territorial development actors, also contribute to sustainable development, which is positioned as a support axis of local development policies [20,21] because of its own values, principles, and characteristics. Specifically, the collaboration of these companies with sustainable development is expressed through their principle of “interest in the community” [123]. In this sense, they participate in the maintenance of local economic activity, giving priority to environmental activities, and generate/reinvest wealth in their environment by helping to improve economic, social, and environmental cohesion, which highlights their commitment both to the community and to the environment [124]. As a consequence of all of the above, social economy companies collaborate in anchoring the population to the territory [18,26,34,125]



In short, the bottom-up vision, taken by the social economy, drives development processes by placing local actors as a strategic element in local initiatives, which increases the efficiency of public policies [126] as citizens participate in their design and management, shaping them according to their needs.



In this context, and considering all of the above, we could question how the existence of social economy companies would affect the sustainability of the population through business growth and job creation, giving rise to the following hypotheses:



Hypothesis 11 (H11).

The greater the presence of social economy entities in a territory, the greater the number of economic activities and the better is the functioning of the labor market, thus helping to anchor population in the area.





Hypothesis 12 (H12).

The greater the presence of social economy entities in each territory, the greater the vegetative growth and the greater the population level.





Derived from the raised hypotheses, the theoretical model is presented (Figure 1), which allows us to see the relationships considered previously.





3. Materials and Methods


To test our hypotheses, we defined a structural equation model (SEM), following the partial least squares (PLS) method. This technique is appropriate for causal-predictive analysis when there is insufficient theoretical information. It enables latent variables to be estimated (weighting the components of the constructs) and multiple regressions to be conducted, determining the paths between the exogenous and endogenous constructs [127]. In other words, it permits dependence relationships to be established between constructs or variables that are not directly measurable [128,129]. Moreover, it can be used to simultaneously estimate mediator and moderator effects with multiple constructs [130].



Furthermore, PLS perfectly suits the data used and the variables included in the model, which are both characterized by their heterogeneity. Our model was configured in nine constructs, tied to 21 indicators derived from data on the 613 municipalities in the provinces of Albacete, Cuenca, and Guadalajara (Castilla-La Mancha, Spain) for 2017 and 2018. Within the model, the endogenous construct (population) is explained by eight exogenous constructs, of which two are direct (natural population change and labor market) and six indirect (productive activities, social economy, education, net migration, health care and foreign population).



Table 1 shows the variables defined in the model, the factors that comprise them and their sources.




4. Results and Discussion


The model was evaluated in three stages. In the first, we verified the individual reliability of the items, where all factor loadings should be higher than 0.7 [130,131]. We then tested the internal consistency, and the convergent and discriminant validity of the constructs [132]. The internal consistency, which provides information on the reliability of each of the constructs in the model, was analyzed by means of Cronbach’s alpha and the composite reliability, accepting values above 0.7 for the first criterion and 0.6 for the second [133]. Convergent validity shows to what degree a set of indicators represents one and the same underlying construct [127]. To do this, we calculated the average variance extracted (AVE), which should be equal to or above 0.5, meaning that each construct or variable explains at least 50% of the variance of the indicators. In the proposed model, all the items met the standard criteria (Table 2), which confirms that all the indicators share more variance with their construct than with the other constructs hypothesized in the model. Finally, divergent validity establishes whether indicators are related to the construct in which they are included. According to Barclay et al., [132] factor loadings should be higher when compared with their own variables than with the other variables, that is, factor loadings should be higher than cross-loadings.



Based on Table 2, we noted that the health construct did not meet the internal consistency assessment criterion through the Cronbach alpha being below 0.7. Consequently, it was decided to eliminate these variables in order to achieve a much more refined model that allowed us to confirm or reject the main hypotheses. Thus, once the health construct was eliminated, we obtained a new model (Figure 2) for which we repeated the analysis of internal consistency and convergent validity, continuing with the study of discriminant validity, which gave us information on how the indicators were related to the construct where they were contained. Figure 2 shows the model obtained using the statistical analysis software Smart PLS 2.0. It includes the causal relationships between the latent variables, the factor loadings of each indicator, the path coefficients, and the R2 of each construct.



The variables used in the last model meet the criteria of internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability) and discriminant validity (cross-load criterion). Furthermore, the algebraic sign of the coefficients shows the direction of the relationships between the exogenous variables and the endogenous variable. The path coefficients, the values for which should be between one and minus one, indicate the strength of the relationships, with these relationships being stronger the closer the value is to one.



Finally, we used the bootstrapping technique to verify the significance of the relationships [130], finding that all the relationships considered in our second model, except education with net migration, are significant (Table 3). The final step in the analysis was to calculate the R2, which provides information on the explanatory power of a model [132]. Although, in principle, this indicator has no acceptance limit, authors such as Chin [131] consider that R2 below 0.67 is substantial, R2 below 0.33 is moderate, and R2 below 0.10 is weak. Similarly, Falk and Miller [134] state that R2 should be higher than 0.10, in such a way that the exogenous variables explain at least 10% of the endogenous variable.



Mediation analysis:



Additionally, PLS as any structural equation modeling program can produce estimates of the coefficients in a mediation model. The mediation analysis (described in Hayes [135]) assumes that if the mediator variable (M) is located between two other variables (X and Y), then, X causes M and M causes Y. This type of indirect effect can be extended to a model with any number of mediators working in parallel. In our case, we find four mediating variables: net population growth, net migration, productive activities, and the labor market. They weave a network of indirect relationships and mediating effects. In order to analyze the indirect effect that the social economy has on the population, the bootstrapping technique (with 500 re-sample) is performed. It provides us with information on the indirect effect of the proposed relationships, confidence intervals and significance. For the proposed model, the indirect relationships between the social economy and the labor market will be significant (β = 0.152, t-value = 2.079), as well as social economy and population (β = 0.362, t-value = 3.379), and social economy and vegetative growth (β = 0.104, t-value = 1.750) (see Table 4).



The analysis conducted confirms all the hypotheses proposed in the theoretical model, except H4, H5 and H6. The fact that the model does not allow us to contrast these hypotheses does not mean that the hypotheses are not true, merely that we cannot test them with our model. In the case of the first two hypotheses, they had to be extracted from the model because the construct designed did not meet the minimum requirements of the first step of the analysis, and in the case of the third one, it was because the resulting coefficient was not significant.



As predicted by the literature [48,49], demographic factors are directly related to the population of a territory; the lower the difference between the number of deaths and births, the smaller the decline in the total number of inhabitants. In the same way, net migration has a positive effect on total population: the greater the net migration, the lower the loss of population, or, in other words, the larger the overall population [51].



Improving the provision of educational services has a positive effect on economic growth and the generation of job opportunities. Social services are, in addition, an instrument for local development, especially in the less populated municipalities where there are other added difficulties, such as the greater isolation of rural areas, both from the point of view of new technologies, such as broadband internet, as well as physical transport infrastructures. These facts hinder the population’s mobility and access to information, so the role of rural schools is more than justified.



Currently, distance training opens up a world of hitherto unknown possibilities, which, however, cannot be analyzed in our model because there is no information in this regard. In addition, it would need the provision of services and communication infrastructures, which the most remote spaces lack. It will be interesting to study the consequences for education of the actions to digitize the rural world that are intended to be promoted with the new “Next Generation” cohesion fund package, and programs such as the “Recovery and Resilience Plan” in Spain.



With regard to the labor market, our results show that in territories with more dynamic employment opportunities, the population is higher, which is a direct consequence of the positive relationship between these two variables. Thus, the labor market, in the same way as education services, attracts and increases population size. Our model reveals a direct, positive relationship between the labor market and productive activities, and a positive, indirect relationship between the labor market and social economy, but, as the literature explains, the relationships between economic activity and the size/quality of the labor market are bidirectional, with causation (and not only correlation) in both directions. Unfortunately, PLS does not allow us to design these types of relationships; besides, the relationships between economic activity and employment are a deep and complex field of study that we cannot address in this paper. As the objective of this article is not to analyze the labor market but to establish the relationships between social economy and population, we have specified causality between productive activity and the labor market in a single direction, according to the main hypotheses that we wanted to demonstrate, looking for possible mediation relationships through the variables (constructs) that affect the size of the population, which are, according to the theory, vegetative growth and migratory movements. That is why the constructs have been defined in this way: what retains and attracts population to a territory is the existence of job opportunities, which are the consequence of vibrant economic activity. These variables have been proved to act as mediating variables between the social economy and the population.



Following the theoretical framework proposed, social economy entities act as development agents in rural and depressed areas [17,21] through the generation of economic activity [111]. This, in turn, allows the emergence of new companies in the different sectors of economic activity [112], strengthening the economic and social relations of the actors involved [23,107], and favoring the process of modernization and industrialization of the productive fabric [114], as well as the diversification of the business fabric [32,116]. Similarly, they act on job creation [101,113]), and thus on an improvement of the labor market, collaborating both in the livelihood of local economic activity, as well as in the resilience of the population [18,26,125]. As the literature shows, social economy companies, due to their particular characteristics, serve greater local and endogenous development, avoiding the capitalist logic of other companies, which are angled toward the installation of economic activity in those places where the greatest benefit is expected to be obtained. For this reason, economic growth is not homogeneous, and some spaces grow (both economically and in population size) while others are depopulated due to a lack of job opportunities.



In short, the proposed model confirms that demographic factors (natural population change and net migration) are those most intensely associated with population settlement, but the economic conditions of the territory, that is, the economic dynamism of the area and the employment opportunities, are also determinants of this process. In this context, social economy entities are also key as they support the creation of enterprises in different sectors, directly and indirectly influencing the generation of sources of business and employment and encouraging local and economic development.




5. Conclusions


The present work had the objective of determining the contribution that social economy organizations make with regard to local development and population fixation in the provinces of Albacete, Cuenca, and Guadalajara (Castilla-La Mancha, Spain). To achieve this goal, a theoretical model is presented, which includes the hypotheses raised after the literature review, and two different econometric studies based on the partial least squares (PLS) methodology, through which the factors affecting the size of the population are identified.



Depopulation has become a first-order problem, affecting with the greatest intensity the small municipalities of rural Spain, where 80% of the municipalities of Castilla-La Mancha are located. In an eminently rural region, and facing a serious depopulation problem, this study has allowed us to demonstrate, according to the literature, that the existence of social economy entities is a factor in mobilizing local productive resources, which favors economic activity in different sectors of activity and the generation of stable and quality employment, which helps to fix the population in these territories and increase their resilience.



The model allows us to confirm that the demographic factors (vegetative growth and migratory balance) have a greater effect in the setting of the population; however, they are also the economic conditions of the territory, that is, the economic dynamism of the area and employment opportunities, which have a decisive influence on this process. In this context, the social economy institutions take on a greater role by acting as a support pillar in the creation of companies in the different sectors, thus influencing the creation of business and employment sources, favoring economic and local development, attracting, and retaining the population.



Finally, it is worth highlighting the limitations of the present work, derived from the static nature of the econometric model, which makes it difficult to analyze the evolution of both demographic and economic factors. However, a relevant conclusion in terms of economic policy can be drawn: urgent action from the public administration is undoubtedly needed, action which should focus on local and regional development policies for rural areas (policies that encourage young farmers to set up businesses, programs to promote the diversification of economic activity, etc.). Thus, taking into account the benefits of social economy entities (settlement of the population, local development, wealth generation, enhanced quality of life, etc.), the present study highlights the need to invest efforts in these types of companies in rural areas, passing laws and updating the current legislation to strengthen the presence of such enterprises.



The results open new avenues of research to complete and expand them, for example, to territorial synergies between innovation and social economy, linked to environmental and/or institutional aspects. In this sense, to explain the importance of social economy enterprises in the local development process and consequently in population fixation, on the one hand, we propose the so-called hedonic models that would explain the characteristics of companies in terms of their structure, economic activity and location; and on the other hand, territorial gravitational models would be detailed to identify the size of the attraction that these companies exert in the population, either withholding it or making a called effect.
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Figure 1. Theoretical model. 
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Figure 2. Results of Model 2. 
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Table 1. Constructs, Variables and Sources.






Table 1. Constructs, Variables and Sources.





	
C1 Population




	
Total population (TP)

	
Total population of all the municipalities in Castilla-La Mancha in 2018

	
http://ine.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
C2 Natural population change




	
Births (BIR)

	
Number of births in 2018

	
http://ine.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Deaths (DEA)

	
Number of deaths in 2018

	
http://ine.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
C3 Education




	
Primary Schools (PS)

	
Number of primary education schools

	
http://www.ies.jccm.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Secondary Schools and Vocational Training Schools (SS and VTS)

	
Number of schools providing compulsory secondary education, baccalaureate and vocational training

	
http://www.ies.jccm.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
C4 Productive Activities




	
Wholesale Trade (WT)

	
Number of companies in this sector by municipality

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Retail Trade (RT)

	
Number of companies in this sector by municipality

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Construction (CONS)

	
Number of companies in this sector by municipality

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Livestock Enterprises (LE)

	
Number of companies in this sector by municipality

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Industry (IND)

	
Number of companies in this sector by municipality

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Agri-food Industry (IA)

	
Number of companies in this sector by municipality

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Utilized Agricultural Area (UAA)

	
Number of hectares available for crop-growing

	
http://www.ies.jccm.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
C5 Net Migration




	
Inflow (INF)

	
Number of immigrants to the region, both internal and external

	
http://www.ies.jccm.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Outflow (OUT)

	
Number of emigrants from the region, both internal and external

	
http://www.ies.jccm.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
C6 Health care




	
Local Health Center (LHC)

	
Health centers by municipality (without emergency services)

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Minutes (MIN)

	
Distance in minutes to the nearest emergency service

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020) https://www.google.com/maps (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
C7 Social Economy




	
Special Employment Centers (SEC)

	
Number of special employment centers by municipality, 2018

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Employment Integration Companies (EIC)

	
Number of employment integration companies by municipality, 2018

	
https://datosabiertos.castillalamancha.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Cooperatives (COOP)

	
Number of active cooperatives by municipality, 2018

	
Registro de Cooperativas




	
C8 Labor Market




	
Job Contracts (CONT)

	
Number of job contracts per municipality in 2018

	
http://www.ies.jccm.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)




	
Registered Unemployment (RE)

	
Registered unemployment per municipality in 2018

	
http://www.ies.jccm.es (accessed on 20 November 2020)
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Table 2. Indicators of Validity and Reliability.
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	AVE
	Composite Reliability
	Cronbachs Alpha
	R2





	C1
	1.000
	1.000
	1.000
	0.982



	C2
	0.991
	0.995
	0.991
	-



	C3
	0.938
	0.979
	0.967
	-



	C4
	0.814
	0.968
	0.960
	-



	C5
	0.994
	0.997
	0.994
	-



	C6
	0.707
	0.827
	0.616
	-



	C7
	0.850
	0.944
	0.912
	-



	C8
	0.948
	0.974
	0.948
	-
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Table 3. Indicators of Validity and Reliability of Model 2.






Table 3. Indicators of Validity and Reliability of Model 2.





	

	
AVE

	
Composite Reliability

	
Cronbach’s Alpha

	
R2






	
C1

	
1.000

	
1.000

	
1.000

	
0.982




	
C2

	
0.991

	
0.995

	
0.991

	
0.972




	
C3

	
0.938

	
0.979

	
0.967

	
-




	
C4

	
0.814

	
0.968

	
0.960

	
0.934




	
C5

	
0.994

	
0.997

	
0.994

	
0.851




	
C7

	
0.850

	
0.944

	
0.912

	
-




	
C8

	
0.948

	
0.974

	
0.946

	
0.856




	
Loading and cross-loading matrix




	

	
C4

	
C3

	
C8

	
C2

	
C5

	
C1

	
C7




	
BIR

	
0.942

	
0.980

	
0.982

	
0.995

	
0.941

	
0.990

	
0.906




	
CEE

	
0.753

	
0.722

	
0.712

	
0.710

	
0.535

	
0.711

	
0.885




	
CMI

	
0.967

	
0.988

	
0.967

	
0.994

	
0.902

	
0.983

	
0.912




	
CONS

	
0.957

	
0.975

	
0.957

	
0.992

	
0.921

	
0.979

	
0.891




	
CONT

	
0.834

	
0.888

	
0.972

	
0.907

	
0.907

	
0.912

	
0.803




	
COOP

	
0.904

	
0.892

	
0.851

	
0.857

	
0.682

	
0.859

	
0.944




	
DEA

	
0.953

	
0.974

	
0.956

	
0.995

	
0.921

	
0.981

	
0.881




	
EI

	
0.841

	
0.892

	
0.889

	
0.902

	
0.815

	
0.909

	
0.936




	
IA

	
0.936

	
0.853

	
0.790

	
0.819

	
0.671

	
0.795

	
0.805




	
IND

	
0.976

	
0.964

	
0.927

	
0.941

	
0.826

	
0.932

	
0.878




	
INF

	
0.844

	
0.909

	
0.936

	
0.945

	
0.997

	
0.943

	
0.767




	
LE

	
0.665

	
0.510

	
0.440

	
0.489

	
0.373

	
0.455

	
0.455




	
OUT

	
0.804

	
0.873

	
0.903

	
0.919

	
0.997

	
0.913

	
0.711




	
PR

	
0.963

	
0.993

	
0.976

	
0.986

	
0.891

	
0.983

	
0.928




	
PS

	
0.951

	
0.975

	
0.956

	
0.980

	
0.904

	
0.973

	
0.884




	
SS

	
0.959

	
0.985

	
0.951

	
0.973

	
0.885

	
0.966

	
0.892




	
TP

	
0.940

	
0.974

	
0.974

	
0.990

	
0.931

	
1.000

	
0.902




	
UAA

	
0.826

	
0.697

	
0.645

	
0.675

	
0.527

	
0.673

	
0.701




	
VTS

	
0.889

	
0.945

	
0.902

	
0.897

	
0.805

	
0.888

	
0.873




	
WT

	
0.948

	
0.959

	
0.944

	
0.946

	
0.814

	
0.952

	
0.950




	
Individual significance of the variables




	

	
Hypothesis

	
Path coefficients

	
T Value

	
p Value

	
Decision




	
C4 → C8

	
H8

	
0.925

	
21.233 ***

	
0.000

	
Supported




	
C3 → C4

	
H7

	
0.815

	
9.990 ***

	
0.000

	
Supported




	
C3 → C5

	
H6

	
0.030

	
0.109

	
0.913

	
Not Supported




	
C8 → C2

	
H9

	
0.311

	
1.547 *

	
0.122

	
Supported




	
C8 → C5

	
H3

	
0.893

	
3.304 ***

	
0.001

	
Supported




	
C8 → C1

	
H10

	
0.193

	
2.347 ***

	
0.019

	
Supported




	
C2 → C1

	
H1

	
0.802

	
9.577 ***

	
0.000

	
Supported




	
C5 → C2

	
H2

	
0.418

	
3.325 ***

	
0.001

	
Supported




	
C7 → C4

	
H11

	
0.164

	
1.867 **

	
0.062

	
Supported




	
C7 → C2

	
H12

	
0.311

	
2.446 ***

	
0.015

	
Supported








* 0.1; ** 0.05; *** 0.01.
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Table 4. Results of social economy indirect relationships.






Table 4. Results of social economy indirect relationships.





	Hypothesis
	Indirect Effect
	Confidence Interval
	t-Value
	p-Value





	C7 → C8
	0.152
	(0.018,0.302)
	2.079
	0.038 ***



	C7 → C2
	0.104
	(0.008,0.237)
	1.750
	0.081 **



	C7 → C5
	0.136
	(0.011,0.353)
	1.482
	0.139



	C7 → C1
	0.362
	(0.095,0.535)
	3.379
	0.001 ***







** 0.05; *** 0.01.
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