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Outline
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The agenda for "left-behind places" focused 
on small and medium-sized towns in France

Focusing on small and 
medium-sized towns and 
rural areas rather than 
urban decline

Policies to 
accommodate local 
representatives 
(Béal, 2023)
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The « Small towns of tomorrow » 
program

1 642 small towns < 20 000 
inhabitants

Les communes lauréates de « Petites Villes de Demain » selon leur population
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Concerns about the risk of 
standardising projects and a 
metropolitan growth model



Theoretical framework

Cognitive 
approaches

Local public action 
and local 

innovative tools 

National policies 
for ST
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Narratives
Images
Belief system…

« Small Towns of 
Tomorrow » 

program in France

What role do cognitive approaches play in the 
local appropriation of a national program to 
support “left-behind small towns” ? 

What does it tell about the 
innovative capacity of small towns ?



The study area : 
Saint-Eloy-les-Mines
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The population of Saint-Eloy-les-Mines since 1806

Source : INSEE 1806-2020 
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A former mining town located in a rural
region of central France



Corpus and methodology

Triple analysis of a corpus of national and local institutional 
documents : 
- Textual
- Textometric
- Iconographic
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III. Results
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The national imaginaries of small towns:
A deteriorating situation requiring government action

Champ lexical en re-

Revitalis* 28

Redynamis* 25

Relance 35

Reconv* 3

Renov* 22

Renouv* 10

Renfor* 26

TOTAL 117

Frequency of occurrence of the prefix "re" in the 
national corpus (per 10,000 words)
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Small, fragile towns that are lagging behind 

and need revitalising
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An imperative for 
growth based on the 
metropolitan model

The national imaginaries of small towns:
The ideal towards which small towns should strive

A pleasant, unspoilt 
lifestyle

Lexical field of quality 
of life and rurality

TOTAL 68*

Lexical field of 
cohesion and proximity

TOTAL 104*

Lexical field of growth

TOTAL 79*

*Frequencies of occurrence of the 
lexical fields (per 10,000 words)
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Spreading national imaginaries at local level
A quest for attractiveness to the detriment of certain local issues

Frequencies of occurrence of the lexical fiels of youth and 

ageing population in the local institutionnal documents 

(per 10,000 words)

The example of the ageing population:

A major issue:

increasing ageing, with 31% of 
people aged over 65 in 2020 

Little consideration given to this 
issue at local level, compared 
to the attractiveness of younger 
populations



Saint-Eloy-les-Mines, 

crossroad of energies

A town built on coal mining in the past

Converting to energy preservation 

A future based on green energies 

and "human energies"

Inventing local narratives to put local 

issues on the agenda ?



A dual role for the narrative: 
Between territorial innovation and making the action plan coherent

A narrative promoting energy shift

Example of the heating network project

A story that is also used to give 

coherence to a very wide-ranging 

action plan

The Saint-Eloy’s action plan 
actualized (june 2024) :  
• 22 actions for 6 years
• 12 principal themes 



CONCLUSION

Dissemination of national imaginaries, which 

reinforce the belief system of growth and 

attractiveness and thus play a role in local issues

The dual role of narratives between promoting 

innovative local solutions and bringing together a 

wide-ranging and standardized action plan
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