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Abstract 

This paper is exploring return migration in Sweden by implementing logistic regression 

technics on the cohort born 1978. In order to evaluate how socio-economic and geographical 

characteristics influence individuals propensities to re-circulate to the municipality of origin. 

Previous studies have indicated that socio-economic status is a selective trait that can either 

push or pull return migrants, depending on the setting. The theory of urban hierarchies was 

also applied to investigate if people were more likely to move back to certain region types. The 

calculations showed that 22 % of the movers had returned to their place of origin, with regional 

variations ranging from 18-30 %. The regression result revealed that a high socio-economic 

status decreased the likelihood of returning, while growing up in metropolitan city and having 

strong social capital in the place of origin increased the propensity. The findings were further 

supporting that movers have higher incomes than stayers, while return migrants gained less 

on their re-location in relation to all movers. I argue that these varying likelihoods depend on 

structural socio-economic divisions, which are pulling human capital to the metropolitan 

regions and causing a brain drain in the periphery. These population trends are replicating 

themselves over time and it is assumed that these processes are to enforce the regional 

disparities in the future.   

 

Keywords: Return migration ¤ Logistic regression analysis ¤ Socio-spatial inequalities ¤ Urban 

hierarchy ¤ Sweden  
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1 Introduction 

Will you come back? Is a rather typical question that young movers receive from friends and 

family when they migrate from their place of origin. The responses can be of many kinds, some 

leave with the intention to never return while others have a fixed idea of coming back. Their 

moves are generally motivated by labour or education, but experiencing new things and 

environments are other essential elements associated with the relocation (Haartsen & Thissen, 

2014). The attitudes can change along the road and original plans are often reshaped, others 

return while some settle down in places that they could never imagined of. This could be 

perceived as random process; “things just happen” and people end up in unforeseen locations. 

Population researcher would however contest this argumentation, noting that migration is a 

selective phenomenon affecting various groups in altering ways. The opportunities with 

moving or returning is not equal to all people, different persons will have more or less to win 

on migrating depending on the individual characteristics, social structures and geographical 

location (Ravenstein, 1885: Newbold, 2001: Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2013).                   

 

Interregional migration is reshaping the population structure of Sweden continuously. The 

metropolitan regions are growing at the expense of peripheral municipalities, who have been 

losing citizens over the past decades. The three biggest cities have the greatest in-migration 

and they are also receiving greater shares of returnees in relation other regions (Amcoff & 

Niedomysl, 2013). These flows have consequences on the demographic composition of the 

sending and receiving places, and there is an obvious conflict in the interests of the centre and 

periphery. People in the productive ages gather in the urban areas with strong economies, 

while the rural areas end up with an excessively old age structure and a lack of human capital. 

It is a spiral reproducing itself and a cumulative process of increasing inequalities, dividing the 

metropolitan cities and the rest. This phenomenon has been argued to be a consequence of 

globalization and is observed in many countries similar to Sweden, causing brain-drain on 

different geographical levels (Malmberg & Fischer, 2001: Lundholm, 2007: Newbold, 2012).   

Return migrants are in this discussion portrayed as counter stream contesting the main trend, 

supplying the periphery with residents that can contribute to their long-term development.  

 

Knowing the general migration patterns, new questions arise. For instance, is it possible to 

identify selective traits that return migrants have in common? Previous research has indicated 

that people with a higher socio-economic status are more mobile and return to a lower extent. 

It has also been suggested that high levels of social capital in the childhood environment 

increases the likelihood of staying, due to location-specific advantages in the place of origin. 

The position in the urban hierarchy has further been argued to be an important factor 

influencing the migration patterns separate from other characteristics (Bigotte et al. 2014). The 
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purpose of this study is therefore to test how these socio-economic and geographical 

characteristics affected the propensity to return to different regions of Sweden, by applying 

logistic regressions technics on the cohort of Swedes born 1978. With the intention to build 

upon the former knowledge regarding the re-distributing effects of return migration in 

contemporary Sweden.  

 

2 Aim  

The objective of the paper is to analyse return migration among the cohort of Swedes born in 

1978, by investigating the individuals that has taken a move from their municipality of origin 

and returned during the time period 1997-2012. The share of the returnees to different types 

of regions in Sweden will firstly be described to evaluate if similar municipalities in different 

parts of Sweden are attracting altering portions of return migrants. The used definition of 

regions is the SKL-index that is here representing the urban hierarchy of Sweden. The 

propensity of returning to the municipality of origin will secondly be analysed by running 

logistic regression models, in order to explore how the socio-economic status and geographical 

location is affecting the likelihood of moving back before the age of 34. This age is used since 

it represents a period in life-cycle when the migration rate has dropped and the majority has 

settled down. The findings will then be discussed in relation the population trends of Sweden, 

in order to deliberate the importance of return migrants for various regions of Sweden.   

 

2.1 Research question 

 Are different types of regions receiving diverse shares of return migrants? 

 What characterizes individuals who return to their place of origin? 
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3 Theory 

This section introduces the central concepts, findings and discussions in migration research. 

The first part is brief explanations of the grand theories of migration that has contribute with 

central concepts, to be followed by subsections were relevant studies on selective 

characteristics are reviewed. The previous research has been conducted in Sweden and other 

parts of Europe, and it will serve as a background for the coming sections of this paper. The 

final topic of this section will serve as a theory discussion where the different sources are 

conceptualized.  

 

3.1 Migration theory 

The foundation of contemporary migration theories was established by Ravenstein in the end 

of the 19th century. He was the first to recognize that all migration produces counter streams, 

flows in the reverse direction with a compensating effect. Further, Ravenstein (1885) launched 

the concept of selective migration and denounced that migration was a narrowed phenomenon, 

he claimed that people with specific traits were more mobile than others. Depending on 

individual settings, some people have more to gain on migrating compared to others and 

especially during various phases during the lifetime.  Rossi (1955) developed this idea when he 

introduced the life course model, where he argued that the fluctuations in the individual 

mobility were linked to the specific events occurring in a life time. Such as; entrance to the 

labour market, termination of studies or marriage. The theory assumes that all residential 

mobility is a response to life course events, with the intention to optimize the conditions for 

the whole household. Rossi’s (1955) framework has advanced throughout the decades and has 

remained as a central theory in population studies.   

 

The theory on human capital and migration was launched by Sjaastad in 1962. He argued that 

people maximize the net present value of future earnings by investing in their skills. Each 

prospective individual assesses their opportunities in the market where they are placed and 

compared prospects in alternative locations. If the new place offers better opportunities in the 

scheming, then the person will move. Sjaastad did only use economic benefits in his models 

and excluded reasons such as environmental factors and social reimbursements. He assumed 

that spatial differences in living costs echoed the amenities in the sending and receiving 

locations. Sjaastads conceptualization of human capital has received a great response among 

neo-classical economists, who have continued to develop the framework until these days 

(Bodvarsson & Van der Berg, 2009: Korpi & Clarke, 2015).  
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The decision to migrate is however a complex procedure affected by various factors, which can 

have pushing or pulling effects. A framework for explaining four central aspects was developed 

by Lee in 1966: (1) factors associated with the area of origin, (2) factors associated with the area 

of destination, (3) intervening obstacles and (4) personal factors. An interaction between these 

factors is always present in the individual decision to move or stay. “The reason why migration 

is selective is that persons respond differently to the sets of plus and minus factors at origin 

and at destination, have different abilities to overcome the intervening sets of obstacles, and 

differ from each other in terms of the personal factors” (Lee, 1966, p 56). These plus and minus 

factors are synonyms to Push & Pull factors, and that terminology will henceforth be used in 

this paper. Hägerstrand (1970) continued on the same track with his pioneering theory 

describing how spatial constraints manoeuvre our lives in time-space, creating life paths for 

each and every person. He defined three types of constraints; capability-, coupling- and 

authority constraints, which together position individuals in the socio-economic web. As 

Hägerstrand (1970) states at page 11; “In this way, the life paths become captured within a net 

of constraints, some of which are imposed by physiological and physical necessities and some 

imposed by private and common decisions. Constraints can become imposed by society and 

interact against the will of the individual”. These five theories were all established for a long 

time ago, and lots of studies on human migration have followed them. The conceptualizations 

have however sustained and are still considered as useful for understanding the dynamics of 

migration.  

 

3.2 Return migration 

Ravenstein (1885) was the first to notice the circular patterns of migration, describing the flows 

in contradicting directions as counter streams. One type of counter migration is return 

migration, here defined as moving back the region or place where the individual was raised up. 

The process is selective and the propensity to return is depending on the individual 

characteristics and circumstances. Studies have showed that 20-30 percent of the migrants are 

returning, but this number differs significantly depending on the geographic location and the 

length of the stay (Newbold, 2001: Kauhanen & Tervo, 2002). Amcoff and Niedomysl (2013) 

have investigated the return flows to metropolitan regions of Sweden defined as the local 

labour markets (LAs) of Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö. They found that these units 

receive greater shares returnees in relation to other LA-regions. The individuals were further 

more likely to remain in the region, in comparison to other places where the propensity to 

onward migration was higher. Their result was also showing that movers with higher education 

had a higher propensity to return, and that the metropolitan regions were receiving more 

unemployed people. This was interpreted as trust in the labour market; people returning to 
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other regions were usually prearranging jobs before the move, while this seemed less pressing 

for returnees from metropolitan areas.  

 

Return migration can be understood in various ways. Some theorists relate it to the life course 

and view it as natural movements, where adolescence take a move to improve their human 

capital, with the intention to return or remain. The outcome can however differ; some 

individuals come back after succeeding and enter a better position in the place of origin, while 

others fail their project and return to a safer environment. This is called the success-failure 

dichotomy, and the first category of returnees are viewed as superior regarding their 

contribution of human capital, while the impact of the later is less apparent. This theory is 

heavily discussed, ought the returnees to be viewed as failed ones or are they actually moving 

closer to preferred amenities. Yet, it is clear that the opportunities of emigrants are differing, 

depending on the individual background, capital, skills, etc. The decisive characteristics are 

however not clarified and the topic requires more investigation (Haartsen & Thissen, 2014). 

Rérat has argued that the socio-economic background is a crucial component for  

understanding migration behaviour of individuals; “the propensity to return differs according 

to several characteristics referring to graduates’ socio-familial, migration and professional 

trajectories” (2014, p 131). He has conducted a survey in rural Switzerland with university 

graduates as the sample. The findings were that individuals with well-educated parents 

originating from other regions were returning to a lower extent, and secondly that the 

graduates field of education was highly influential on the propensity to return. Rérat was also 

exploiting how the field of education was affecting the likelihood of moving back, and found 

that the ones studying teaching had returned to a higher extent compared to other fields.  

 

Return migration is driven and constrained by factors of various layers, ranging from societal 

super-structures to personal motives. As Cairns et al (2014) is describing it on page 3; “But 

what these precedents have established is that return migration happens for a wide variety 

of often over-lapping social, political and economic reasons. There is also interaction between 

macro (structural) and micro (personal) levels, and we might also integrate what Faist 

(1997) terms the ‘meso’ level into the equation, taking into account factors such as family and 

peer networks”.  Migration researcher has primarily focused on the economic aspects of the 

move, a common critique against these is that they present an over-simplified way of studying 

the human behaviour holding many aspects constant. 

 

Studies have shown that returnees usually present ‘soft values’ as their main motives; coming 

closer to; family, friends and other types of social capital (Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2011: Haartsen 

& Thissen, 2014). The location-specific advantages should however not be reduced in the 
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equation. Social capital is giving access to employment and other assistances which indeed 

influence the life quality, except the strictly social benefits. Staying is on the other hand 

motived by better labour opportunities, and a consequences from family formation. The 

mobility is greatest during the same period of the life as people tend to establish relationships 

and the propensity of repatriation decreases if the partner is from another region (Fischer & 

Malmberg, 2001).   

 

3.3 Interregional migration in Sweden 1960-2000 

Migration is a social phenomenon reproducing mobility patterns over time, and contemporary 

movements are therefore shaped by decisions made in the past. The flows are driven by macro 

factors such as public policies and economic transformations, as well as meso factors as 

migration biographies of family members, and finally micro factors representing individual 

benefits or preferences. These levels can never be unchained from each other and their 

influence over individuals and society are echoing in the future. It is thereby critical to know 

the historical context of the investigated country and population, in order to understand how 

former migration patterns are affecting the decisions made today (Cairns et al. 2014). 

 

The interregional migration in Sweden has pendulated during the post-war period, the 

numbers have fluctuated and the directions have altered. The mobility peaked in 1960-70s 

when the country went through a phase of rapid urbanization. The population became more 

concentrated on all geographical levels, and many of these migrants were long-distance 

movers. This was followed by a surge of de-concentration known as the “green wave” that 

occurred during in the mid-80s. Many people left the greater cities in place of peripheral 

domains and regional centres, and these flows have mainly been described as labour market 

driven. Firstly, people moved to get jobs in industrial hubs that were booming.  This was 

followed by a decentralisation of governmental agencies, which created jobs and enabled 

people to return to rural regions. The migration patterns and motives have transformed 

radically since the 1980s, variances that can be traced to political decisions and economic 

restructuring. The society has experienced excessive reforms focusing on educational 

attainment and gender equality, which has led to new migration patterns (Lundholm, 2007: 

Hedlund & Lundholm, 2015).    

 

Lundholm (2007) has further investigated how the interregional migration has altered during 

the period 1970-2001, and found that the composition of movers has changed in various ways. 

The migration rate fell from 2,7 to 2,1 per cent over the time period, and more people were 

taking the move as young adults (18-25 years) when we entered the 21th century. The dominant 
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group of movers were students applying to higher education, due to an expansion of slots at 

the universities. However interestingly, Lundholm (2007) found that the migration motivated 

by studies increased more than the actual number of student had grown; “This increase in 

percentage of students among interregional migrants is larger than the total increase of 

students. Overall, students’ share of the population has risen by around 100 per cent, while 

the share of interregional migrants who are students has increased by 400 per cent” 

(Lundholm, 2007, p 343).  

 

The general household structure has similarly changed since the 1960s. Some demographers 

would argue that the Swedish population went through the second demographic transition, as 

many other industrial nations during the late 20th century. Fewer citizens are getting married 

and at higher ages, they are having their first children later and more relationships are 

resulting in a divorce. Additionally, women have become an ordinary part of the labour force 

and contemporary couples are relying on two-incomes rather than one.  This conversion has 

changed the family compositions and the life-cycles in a radical way (Lundholm, 2007). Life 

has become less predictable and social systems more complicated, this causes more influential 

events that can constrain or trigger migration. As Fischer and Malmberg (2001, p 359) 

describes the multiple turn-outs; “The modified life-course theory emphasised that the 

mobility pattern will differ considerably as there is a great variety of life courses rather than 

a common life cycle”. This transition has great implications on people’s migration behaviour 

and therefore an essential component in understanding contemporary migration.  

 

Daily mobility has further expanded over the last decades, which has eased the demand for 

short-distance migration. Commuting has increased and people can today access daily labour 

on auxiliary distances. 16 per cent of the workforce was commuting over a municipality border 

in 1970, and that share had doubled (32 %) in 2009.  The distance to work is longer for men in 

general and the distances have increased over time, especially in rural parts of Sweden. The 

possibility to commute can therefore be viewed an alternative to migration (Sandow, 2011). 

The increase in mobility has led to new definitions of the labour market areas (LAs), which are 

considered as wider than the own municipality. This has according to Eliasson et al (2007) 

given a greater access to human capital and enabled a better matching process, acknowledging 

a balancing effect on the labour market. The expansion of the LAs has further resulted in a 

greater access to other facilities as educational institutions. Haugen (2005) has for instance 

stated that around one third of the Swedish students were commuting for their university 

studies. 
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3.4 Socio-spatial inequalities 

The concept of social inequalities relies on an uneven distribution of material resources, 

causing unequal constraints and opportunities for different social groups (Nordlander, 2015). 

Belonging to certain classes has far reaching influences on individual outcomes, and is 

therefore viewed as a structural factor affecting the spatial behaviour of a population. The 

definitions can vary and can have difference meanings depending on the disciplines and 

settings. Pierre Bourdieu’s capital model is a famous framework for visualising social class in 

its multiple dimensions; he used the concept of fields to describe the outcome of the individual 

capital in different places. This spatial dimension makes the theories especially suitable for 

geographers, in order to understand how the socio-economic background interferes with 

different spatial settings (Grenfell, 2014). Bourdieu described four forms of capital; economic-

, social-, cultural-, and symbolic capital. These different types of assets are giving people status 

in different fields, depending on how it is valued in a specific social space. Economic capital is 

features as high income or valuable properties, people with social capital has access to a wide 

personal network that can be used to ameliorate the position, while the cultural capital marks 

a formation that can bring authority in certain situations. The symbolic capital on the other 

hand, is not a certain attribute or capability that a person can own. It is produced in social 

systems which gives certain individuals power and is upheld by the people revering the 

symbolic capital.  As Grenfell (2014) describes the outcome; “individuals who share similar 

position in social space also share, because of this, many of the same conditions of work and 

life. Furthermore, their proximity in social space will tend to generate a degree of 

interpersonal proximity which, in turn, will encourage certain types of group formation. 

Individuals who are proximate in social space are more likely to live and socialize in the same 

places (p 91). The individual capital is more or less useful in different fields; speaking a dialect 

specific for a rural area might for instance be advantageous cultural capital in that region, while 

the same tongue can expose you as a hillbilly in a bigger city. Bourdieu’s capital model is to be 

understood as a hierarchy of power, people with the right capital have more influence over 

their social settings and this brings a better life quality. Further, it implies that people seek 

fields where their capital brings the most benefits, and the spatial context is therefore crucial 

(Grenfell, 2014). 

 

Divisions of labour are reproducing themselves over time and generations, this is especially 

visible in the education system. As Almquist et al states; “in studies of children’s educational 

opportunities, the social position of the parents is often the centre of attention” (2010, p 31). 

Children from the working class have a lower propensity to attain higher education compared 

to their peers with academic parents. Sociologists use the term social mobility to describe the 

movements in the socio-economic system, the mobility is high if it allows people to elevate up 
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and down in the hierarchy, and low if the structure is cemented. Breen and Jonsson (2005) 

have explored how the family background is affecting the performance in the educational 

system. The Swedish structure is offering all citizens equal rights to higher education 

regardless of the socio-economic background. Yet, the students with middle- and upper class 

backgrounds have remained overrepresented at the universities. To attain or not is viewed as 

a non-decision for these teenagers, who generally perceive high school as a passage towards 

the real education that comes after (Bergström et al. 2015). While working class youth viewed 

higher education as something additional that you decide to apply to or not. The field of 

education has further become a marker of social class, students with working class background 

is often choosing subjects as teaching, social work, engineering. While the fields with highest 

credibility remain reserved to students from the upper classes in the stratum. Two main 

explanations to this structure is presented, (1) the adolescence from the upper classes are 

generally receiving higher grades and can therefore attend educational programmes with the 

highest requirements. (2) The second one is that working class youth are less exposed to the 

academic world in their daily lives, and it becomes less “natural” for these to strive for higher 

education in that social sphere (Bergström et al. 2015). They are suffering from a lack of 

cultural and social capital, to put in Bourdieus terminology. The field of education does have a 

great impact on the socio-economic prospects of an individual, and it is further influence the 

destination of the graduate. The connection between class structures in the educational system 

and the following interregional migration is consequently obvious.  

 

Operationalizing social class is generally considered as complicated, and especially in 

quantitative studies. The multiple dimensions that has been mentioned earlier are easily 

dismissed, and there is an ongoing debate about the methodology. The most used one in 

quantitative research is however the International Socio-Economic Index (ISEI-08). The 

classification uses income and education level to position various occupations in a stratification 

system where prestigious labour is in the top, while simpler jobs end up in the lower part. The 

model is rather simple and can be applied on different nations, creating similar hierarchies but 

in a different order. The locus in this stratum is linked to other factors such as; health-, 

consumption-, attitude- and social interaction patterns. Depending on the position in the 

hierarchy, people have different propensities for wellbeing and a long life, it has therefore been 

viewed as a significant measure of social class. The position on the labour market is the key 

determinant of inequalities; the higher you are in the stratum, the better is the life quality for 

the whole family expected to be (Ganzeboom et al. 1992: Ganzeboom, 2010). As Nordlander 

has stated; “Thus, young people’s different opportunities in life, or their life chances, are 

regarded as being associated with their parents’ positions on the labour market” (2015, p 17). 
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An additional aspect representing socio-economic status on a macro level is the urban 

hierarchy. Economies have geographical stratifications were different localities have altering 

roles in the production system, low-skill manufacturing is usually placed in remote regions 

while knowledge intensive industries with a higher degree of specialization are found in the 

metropolitan areas (Korpi, 2009). An economic restructuring has occurred in Sweden during 

the last decades, mainly as a response to globalization. Which has empowered the situation for 

the top of the hierarchy and it has left the bottom more vulnerable (Hedlund & Lundholm, 

2015). The disparities within the nation state are observed by comparing regional GDPs or 

wages, which gives certain regions lower status in relation to others and thereby a structural 

factor influencing the individual outcome. A logical assumption from this would be that the 

incentives to move to region higher up in the hierarchy would be higher than moving down, at 

least if the person has human capital required in that location. Bigotte et al (2014) has stated 

the scientific support proving the link between the urban hierarchy and population dynamics 

are fairly unexplored. They were however conducting a study on the case of Portugal to analyse 

the long term effects of centralized investments, and found a stronger relationship than 

expected. The outcome was not only affecting the trends positively for the municipalities that 

got the new facilities, it did also have an impact on the neighbouring units. Plane et al (2005) 

investigated migration in the urban hierarchy of the U.S and concluded that the flows going in 

both directions, depending on different stages of life. “During the current postindustrialized 

age, economic and social forces seem to be impelling some groups of people to move 

downward within the national urban hierarchy, whereas at the same time others find it 

desirable to move from smaller to larger agglomerations” (Plane et al. 2005, p 15318).  

 

3.5 Place attachment and social capital 

Attachment to place has been recognized as an essential constrain to emigration. The 

propensity to move is lower for well-integrated persons who feel at home in their residential 

location. The topic is multidisciplinary and has been investigated in the scope of; anthropology, 

social psychology, human geography among others. Hidalgo and Hernandez (2001, p 274) are 

in their well-cited article defining the concept as; “In general, place attachment is defined as 

an affective bond or link between people and specific places”. It can be linked to physical 

characteristics of a location, social relationships and other amenities. The degrees of 

attachments can develop differently on various geographical levels, people can feel devoted to 

region, a city, a neighbourhood, or something in between. Often it becomes a combination of 

different attributes that merge; a person could for instance feel socially attached to the people 

in the village where she grew up, while the nature in a mountain area a few kilometres away 

represents the physical environment that is associated with ‘home’. The attachment is in this 
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way formed by the individual perception of social constructions, such as how people related to 

their location-specific heritage. Roots stretching far back in time become a geographical inertia 

that causes place attachment. Some researcher makes a distinction between the place 

attachment and place identity, meaning that the first is broader an including the identity. 

People can identify themselves with a place where they have their cultural heritage, even 

though they reside in an alternative location where they have their strongest social bonds 

(Hernandez et al. 2007: Haartsen & Thissen, 2014).  

 

Studies have shown that social attachment is the strongest force, compared to the physical 

ditto. It has also been proven that the attachment increases with the age of the person, the 

younger persons tend to relate to the city while the mid-aged ones highlight the house 

(Hernandez et al. 2007). These views are however varying depending on the geographical 

background and the position in the urban hierarchy. Cairns (2014, p 479) has focused on the 

how rural youth perceive their place of origin in a neoliberal context; “rural young people forge 

ambivalent attachments to their local environment, drawing upon discourses of both the 

‘rural idyll’ and the ‘rural dull’. She interviewed teenagers living in the Canadian periphery 

about their visions of the future, and found substantial gender differences. Especially the girls 

were experiencing a strain between their local attachment and the discourse of mobility; “This 

generates particular contradictions for girls who imagine successful, middle-class 

femininities (which tend to be coded urban), and yet maintain deep rural investments” 

(Cairns, 2014, p 486). She derives these contradictive feelings to the neoliberal hegemony and 

its insistence of self-actualization. They experience a collision between the image of their 

locality and the urban middle class norm. Only a few of the respondents were considering to 

remain in the rural parts of Canada, the norm was to fade away. 

 

Eriksson (2015) has conducted a comparable study in Northern Sweden and found a similar 

ambivalence among the adolescence that she interviewed. “For some individuals, the identities 

of a place may become intrinsically connected to their personal identities, class, and cultural 

capital, but also, the identity of a place, for instance a hometown, may grow stronger when 

one is excluded from representations of another place. Thus, the interviewees assert that they 

feel attached to many places at the same time and that mobility does not entail a hindrance 

to belonging” (Eriksson, 2015). She relates these perceptions to present discourses of mobility, 

in which high mobility is associated with being modern. Being fixed to places in rural Sweden 

was associated with a lack of cultural capital, at least in the field outside of the own sphere.  

 

A strong place attachment has been pointed out as a constraint to migration, while a weak ditto 

could be viewed as driver. Ljung Egeland (20015) has in her doctoral thesis interviewed 
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children with an immigrant background living in rural Sweden regarding their self-perception 

in relation to their social surroundings. The main focus was on the narrative about how they 

positioned themselves when they spoke about their settings. Her interviewees expressed a 

weak sense of belonging and a frailer social position in relation to their “Swedish” fellows, and 

only few were imagining their future in the rural locality. They contrasted their existence 

against urban areas, which were described as dynamic, ethnically heterogenic, and where you 

have various job opportunities. Ljung Egeland (2015) found that these children expressed their 

problems as individual ones, while she translated them to structural issues. Their lack of 

suitable social and cultural capital gave them inferior opportunities to schooling, housing and 

jobs in the locality. These structures were said to prevent integration of second generation 

immigrants, which were pushing them to migrate. 

 

Place attachment is a complex concept and therefore difficult to operationalize. Social capital 

is however a central element, a common way of computing attachment has therefore been to 

measure social relationships within a defined geographic area. Such as analysing if the parents, 

siblings or kids live in the same neighbourhood or city. These social relations are linked to a 

lower propensity for migrating, due to benefits from family support and caretaking 

responsibilities of former generations. Secondly, these relations increase the likelihood of 

returning to the home region. Haartsen and Thissen (2014) has even argued that some rural 

migrants never cut with the place of origin, they take a move in geographical terms but remain 

in their home emotionally. They are discussing if the migrants even are to be viewed as 

returnees; “For some, it seems as if the period they stayed outside of the NOP (ed. 

Noordostpolder) has been only a temporal move, making them no real return migrants 

because they seem to have never ‘really’ left their home region” (Haartsen & Thissen, 2014, p 

99).   

 

3.6 Gender and migration 

Gender has for a long been considered as an important factor for understanding selective 

migration, but the influence is still highly debated. Studies have claimed that women generally 

have greater aspirations and therefore a higher migration propensity, while others have 

negated the gender as a significant aspect (Rérat, 2014: Nordlander, 2015). Gender seems to 

have various influences depending on the combination of other individual characteristics. A 

complexity that Fischer and Malmberg (2001, p 369) found in their analysis; “While women in 

general move more than men, we find that the ties to projects and people affect the migration 

propensity of men and women differently. Women seem to be more strongly committed to 

projects and to people in the locality. However, women who are not subject to such 
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constraints are more mobile than the corresponding men”. The impact is however indefinite, 

since gender is affecting the all strategic decisions that individuals make, at least indirectly; 

“gender is one of the psychological and social factors affecting the choice of both a field of 

study and an employment sector” (Rérat, 2014, p 125). Brandén (2013) has studied how higher 

education is affecting the propensity of migrating in Sweden, and whether the influence would 

vary depending on the gender. She found that higher education has an elevating impact for the 

mobility for both sexes, and that the gender did not have a significant impact. Brandén states; 

“However, the occupational characteristics themselves have very similar effects on migration 

propensities for both men and women. These results indicate that independent of structural 

gender inequalities that exist within the labour market, migration is not the gender biased 

process it is often portrayed to be” (2013, p 534).  

 

A kindred study made in Britain has found mobility difference between female-dominated 

occupations and male-dominated occupations, where the people working in the later lines of 

work have a greater propensity for migrating (Perales & Vidal, 2013). They have further 

concluded that workers in the female-dominated sectors are less prone to be the leading part, 

which Perales and Vidal (2013, p 500) derive to the career structure in different types of labour; 

“Individuals working in female-dominated lines of work do not lead household moves less 

often because their occupations are deemed unimportant due to their femininity, but because 

such occupations have objective characteristics that make individuals working in them less 

likely to progress in their careers by means of geographic mobility”. The salary structure in 

the female-dominated sectors is flatter, both vertical and horizontal terms. This reduces the 

economic incentive for migrating in relation to the male-dominated sectors, were the wages 

differ more depending on the rank and geographic location (Brandén, 2013: Perales & Vidal, 

2013). Females are according to Perales and Vidal (2013) the most frequent tied migrants 

when speaking about couples, according to Perales and Vidal, meaning that they follow their 

partners when these require moving. Brandén has found a similar pattern in her study on 

Swedes; “couples move more in line with men’s age patterns than women’s, and that couples 

are more mobile when the women is on parental leave or the man is enrolled in education 

(2013, p 534).  

 

3.7  Theory discussion 

Hägerstrand (1970) has described how the socio-economic web rules people’s lives through 

external and internal constraints. Human society is in a constant change and our needs, 

incentives and attitudes are never fixed in time-space. The former conceptualizations can be 

used to illustrate the patterns, but the content need to be updated to fit the socio-economic 
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divisions and markers of our contemporary society. The objective with the theory section was 

to give a background for understanding the drivers to interregional migration and how socio-

economic structures are affecting the migration behaviour of individuals from different 

geographical layers. This required an interdisciplinary approach, and some of the sources has 

therefore represented the economic view as well the sociological perspective. Every aspect that 

has been reviewed in the theory section will not be tested or analysed in depth, but rather 

function as a support that covers the dimensions that the conducted analyses dismisses.  

 

The essential question in this thesis is how social class affects the migration behaviour. The 

central concept that are to be considered in the analyses is income and education to position 

the individuals and their parents in a socio-economic stratum (Ganzeboom, 1992: Ganzeboom, 

2010). This is the conventional way to do it and is therefore enabling comparison to other 

theories and studies. Hidalgo and Hernandez (2001) has showed that place attachment is 

strongest towards relations and mainly not physical structures, it is here understood as 

equivalent to social capital. The concept will therefore be used in the analysis to investigate if 

social network in the childhood residence has an influence on the likelihood to return. The 

theory about urban hierarchies are thereafter applied to the analyses to check if the different 

types of regions have altering portions of return migrants. This is motivated by the increasing 

gaps between the regions in terms of income and education, and thereby perceived as a 

structural class indicator. Previous research represents two different views, and this will be 

tested to check if the population patterns are differing (Plane et al, 2005: Bigotte et al. 2014). 

Cultural capital has been mentioned as on part constituting the class concept (Grenfell, 2014), 

but it is generally considered as difficult to quantify and analyse. The geographical starting 

point could however be viewed as a proxy for cultural capital, in combination with if the person 

has taken a move. Relating this to discourses of mobility and the urban middleclass norm; it 

could be assumed that people with cultural capital are sensitive to these factors and move 

towards the cities (Cresswell, 2010: Cairns, 2014: Eriksson, 2015). Gender has proven to have 

different impacts in various settings and is therefore included to investigate potential 

differences in spatial patterns of males and females (Fischer & Malmberg, 2001).  

 

4 Data and Methods 

This section is focusing on the methodology, the obtained data and a description of the applied 

model. The study included analysis of public macro data and micro data regressions in the 

software Stata 14. The workflow will be presented in a chronological manner to enable the 

reader to follow the research procedure. Critical decision during the designing will also be 

brought up for discussion, in order to motivate the choices a made along the project.  
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A quantitative approach was used to investigate interregional migration flows, with the 

intention to examine the theoretical framework in deductive fashion. The methodology 

assumes that migration can be measured by observing absolute movements in space, here 

defined as when a person registers themselves in another municipality from one year to 

another. The second fundamental assumption is that socio-economic status can be defined and 

measured by using statistical data, for constructing a stratum representing social class. The 

evidence can in accordance with the methodology be used for generalizations concerning 

migration behaviour for various societal groups in similar settings. The propensity of migrating 

can vary among social groups, but the generalizations should not be view as determined 

outcomes. The results of the analysis are only presenting correlations among variables and the 

potential argumentations of causation need to be rooted in additional research. 

 

The preceding theory section has described how societal factors and individual characteristics 

have proven to affect the propensities to move and return. Migration can be analysed on an 

aggregated level by using public macro data to catch the greater flows, for instance by testing 

how employment levels or incomes relate to net migration in different geographical units. 

These methods are however incapable of revealing the selective elements of migration, it was 

therefore necessary to run the analysis on micro data to enable to trace individual migration 

trajectories (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2013). Previous research by Fischer and Malmberg (2001) 

has showed that the highest frequency of moves occurs in the ages from 19-35, where after the 

mobility rate drops. The objective was to study how one cohort moved during this phase of 

their lives, and the time frame was therefore set to 15 year starting the year when the finalized 

high-school. The first year of the panel was 1997 and the last one 2012, covering the moves 

between each year within that time frame. In relation to former studies on return migration, 

this implies that the majority have settled down by the age of 34. It would therefore be fair to 

assume that the majority of the individuals are to reside in the municipality where they were 

registered during the final year of the study.   

 

The following hypotheses were tested 

1. Migrants with a lower socio-economic status are more likely to return to their 

municipality of origin. The assumption builds upon the concept that individuals from 

various socio-economic groups react in altering ways to factors, causing mechanisms 

pulling and pushing migration. Previous research has indicated that people from lower 

classes have a higher propensity to return (Rérat, 2014). 

 

2. Migrants with a weak place attachment are less likely to return to their municipality of 

origin compared to individuals with a stronger ditto. People have more and less to return 
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to and the advantage can vary depending on the extent of the place-specific network. 

Studies have shown that people with relatively weak social capital in the childhood 

residence are less likely to return, which has said to be a consequence of practical matters 

as well as emotional attachments to places (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001: Haartsen & 

Thissen, 2014).  

 

3. Migrants from the metropolitan regions are more likely to return to their municipality of 

origin compared to movers from other regions. This hypothesis relates to the concept 

about urban hierarchies, and a theoretical assumption is that the propensity to return 

increases closer to the top of the stratum. Amcoff and Niedomysl (2013) has found 

metropolitan regions have a greater share of returnees, which is supporting the concept.   

 

4.1 Data 

The used data was obtained from ASTRID; a longitudinal micro-database containing 

information from numerous administrative registers at Statistics Sweden. Every Swedish 

inhabitant is represented as an individual observation with a particular unidentifiable code, 

which is associated with detailed geographic-, demographic- and socio-economic information. 

These elaborated data enables researchers to trace distinct migrants over time and 

investigations of how individual characteristics influence the propensity to move. The research 

population was here defined as the cohort born 1978 and registered in Sweden in 1997, and 

this group was chosen since the most recent data in ASTRID is from 2012 and the time-frame 

required reversing 15 years. The cohort born 1978 was therefore the youngest group that was 

possible to investigate according to the specified research design and data. All 97,836 

individuals born in 1978 were therefore extracted to one dataset, with the associated data 

expressing the socio-economic characteristics that were to be tested.   

 

The selection criteria included inborn Swedes and individuals that had migrated to Sweden at 

latest 1997, and alternative selection could have been to only take inborn Swedes born 1978. 

An advantage with the second selection would have been to get a more complete data on the 

parents values. Since the data on the parents born in foreign countries was limited in relation 

to the ones born in Sweden, and it was therefore a lot of missing values in the dataset. The 

motivation to the used selection was derived from the previous research, were individuals with 

an immigrant background has been identified as a group with a weaker place attachment and 

altering mobility patterns compared to the inborn ones. It was therefore considered as 

important to analyse.   
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The set contained information about the municipality where the individuals were registered 

each year from 1997 to 2012, except for the individuals who had emigrated from Sweden or 

died at latest 2012. These 4,586 observations were incomplete and therefore excluded from the 

research population. Further, the dataset comprised information of various variables 

representing the socio-economic status of the parents in 1997, since that was the year when the 

research population turned 19 years and finalized high-school. The socio-economic and 

demographic data for the individuals themselves were also included, but this was extracted in 

the year of 2012 to position the individuals in the socio-economic stratum in the end of the 

time period.  

 

The original dataset was in a raw format and required processing to enable to analyse the 

return migration. It was managed and smoothed up by generating dummy-variables 

expressing the migration history of the individuals, stating if the individual had moved and 

returned. The income data was classified to quartiles to cope with the extreme values without 

losing the economic stratification among the observations. A few of the municipalities had 

changed their administrative borders or names during the time period, and that was handled 

by aligning their identification numbers to ensure that the analyses were run on the correct 

geographical units. Parts of the results were thereafter transferred to Microsoft Excel and 

ArcMap to illustrate important aspects that I wanted to pronounce in the results section. 

 

4.2 Space and time 

Interregional migration is in this paper defined as moving from one municipality to another, 

from one year to the next. It is a simple definition and could in some cases be considered as 

blunt to use an administrative border. The Swedish municipalities vary significantly in size and 

population, with different proximities to neighbours and amenities. A person could potentially 

take a 100 km move from one locality to another within a municipality in a sparsely populated 

region, without any recognition in these analyses. While a move of the same distance in more 

densely populated regions would be registered. This issue is called Modifiable Areal Unit 

Problem (MAUP), a statistical bias that is hard to avoid but needs to be considered when 

dividing regions and boundaries in your analysis. A biased researcher could potentially split 

the regions to arbitrary unit with the intention to match the desired outcome, but thereby 

producing and skewed image of the reality (Vogel, 2016). The used definition is therefore a 

relative concept of distance and space rather than an absolute one. Crossing a municipality 

border could further represent peoples perception of migration, these administrative units 

have been fixed for at least 50 years with minor reformations and it could therefore be apparent 

as “natural” definition of interregional migration.  
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One of the objectives of this study was to further compare whether regions in the urban 

hierarchy exhibit altering shares of returnees. The Municipality Group Index 2011 (hereafter 

called the SKL-index) constructed by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and 

Regions (Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, 2010) was used for this purpose. This grouping 

is sorting all Swedish municipalities into 10 classes based on the geographic, demographic and 

economic character of the municipality (see Figure 1). It included measures of population 

density, production, commuting, the number of over-night stays etc. Ranging from 

metropolitan municipalities to administrations in sparsely populated regions. The index is 

renewed and updated periodically to match how the municipalities progress. This definition 

was chosen since the municipalities in the same classes are generally facing similar conditions, 

regarding their population development and economic foundations (Swedish Association of 

Local Authorities and Regions, 2010). This classification is therefore well-functioning as proxy 

for the domestic urban hierarchy. The weakness with the definition is that it mixes up 

municipalities with similar statistics in various parts of Sweden, the situation can be different 

in a good producing municipality in southern- and norther Sweden. A methodological 

limitation was therefore to only control the differences between the regions, but not differences 

within them. Assuming that the rates in these municipalities would be same ceteris paribus. 
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Figure 1: The SKL-region classification. Source: SKL-website 2016-04-29 

4.3 Operationalization 

This is the section where tested variables are explained and motivated. The dependent variable 

was constructed on the basis of the migration biographies of each individual and called 

returnee. It is a binary variable expressing if the person had first moved from their 

municipality where they were registered in 1997, and then returned to the same municipality 

Ü
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at latest 2012 and remained registered there. The analyses were thereby not considering when 

the person have move or returned during these 15 years, how far they moved or how long they 

stayed. The independent variables are described in three segments, the individual-, 

background- and geographical-variables (see appendix 1 for complete list). The individual-

variables expresses the values that the individual had in 2012 (the final year of the panel). The 

background-variables are combined variables uttering the parents socio-economic measures 

in the year of 1997 (the first year of the panel). The use of data from separate years enabled to 

check the socio-economic status of the parents when the most of them were in the working age 

and therefore giving a reference for the income structure and family situation. And secondly, 

the socio-economic varieties in the investigated cohort would have been marginal in the age of 

19. While the socio-economic gaps would grow with the age and therefore be more clear by the 

age of 34 (Nordlander, 2015). The geographical-variables are expressing the region where the 

persons were registered in 1997 to check the return rates to the SKL-regions.  

 

The independent variables were chosen to reflect the socio-economic status, the social 

relations and the geographical starting point in order to respond to the research questions and 

hypothesis. The variables that were to measure the socio-economy was income, education level 

and education field as suggested in the ISEI-08. High income and a credible education is 

according to this methodology associated with having a proper life standard, such as good 

health and a longer life expectancy (Ganzeboom, 2010). Field of education was used as a 

categorical variable and Teaching and education was the reference category. This is motivated 

by Rérats (2014) finding that this occupational group was returning most frequently in 

Switzerland. The social relations were to be tested by variable indicating if the individual had 

a rich and stabile social life which was linked to a specific municipality, as the civil status, if the 

parents were divorced or dead. This could be considered as a dulled concept of human 

relationships, but it was implemented to give an indication of place attachment (Hidalgo & 

Hernandez, 2001: Haartsen & Thisen, 2014). The geographical reference to a SKL-region was 

included to identify how this belonging related to the other variables, and if the likelihood to 

return could be traced to a combination of socio-spatial inequalities. The reference region was 

SKL 1 Metropolitan cities since it was assumed that this category was altering most in 

comparison to the other region (Amcoff & Niedomysl, 2013).  

 

4.4 Logistic regression models and probability 

Rogerson (2016, p 2) explains the function of a model as; “To test the hypothesis, we need a 

model, which is a device for simplifying reality so that he the relationship between variables 

may be more clearly studied. Whereas a hypothesis might suggest a relationship between 
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two variables, a model is more detailed, in the sense that it suggests the nature of the 

relationship between the variables”. The most used regression for exploring binary outcomes 

in social sciences is the logistic regression. The dependent variable is dichotomous and is in 

this paper expressing returned (1) or not returned (0). The model estimates how the values of 

the independent variables affect the propensity of the outcome to occur or not. In other words; 

it calculates how individual characteristics are associated with the personal migration 

biographies in randomly selected set of observations (Mood, 2010: Menard, 2011). Binary data 

is generally not normally distributed, which is fundamental requirement for linear regressions 

and that is why the logistic model is used here. The propensity can increase and decrease 

during different sequences in the lifetime, and the curve is therefore rather S-curved than 

linear. For instance, the propensity to migrate could start to increase by the age of 20, the 

highest mobility rate could be the year when the cohort turn 22 and then start to fall again 

continuously. The advantage with the logistic model is its sensitivity to these variations, 

presenting the different propensities along each year of the panel in a S-curve. An alternative 

model to use for these tasks would have been the probit model, the results of the models are 

alike but the odd-ratios produced in the logistic models are generally considered as easier to 

interpret (Hosmer et al. 2013). 

 

As mentioned, a fundamental requirement in the logistic regression is a binary dependent 

variable. The independent variables can on the other hand be mixed nominal, categorical or 

binary. The most suitable are however the two last mentioned, according to Menard; “logistic 

regression is especially appropriate for the analysis of dichotomous variables and unordered 

nominal polytomous dependent variables” (2002, p 101). The result of the regression gives the 

predicted effect on the binary outcome is presented as odds-ratios. The odds-ratio is a value 

ranging from 0-2 expressing if the variables decreases or increases the likelihood of the event 

to occur. The propensity for the event to occur are 50/50 if the odds-ratio is 1, below that 

expresses a lower likelihood and over 1 a higher. The odds-ratio is simply a conceptualization 

of probability, but the interpreter need to be cautious due to some complexities. The likelihood 

of an event could for instance double, but the difference can be marginal if the propensity is 

minimal from the beginning. A twenty percent surge could on the other hand increase the 

likelihood massively if the probability is high from the beginning. Comparing different Odds-

ratios in a consequent way can therefore be difficult, especially when you are using a multiple 

set of variables with mixed character. The ratio from a continuous income variable or a dummy 

expressing the sex of the person can have a similar value, but the effect is actually not exactly 

comparable per se. Running the same variables in different models are usually giving altering 

odds-ratios, depending on the combination and relation to the other variables. This is due to 

the problem with unobserved heterogeneity, the outcome is affected by factors which are not 
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included in the analysis. The problem is unavoidable, the only way around this problem would 

be to have a complete set of variables explaining hundred percent of the outcome. It is therefore 

a matter of being aware of the problem and not to take the results as the elemental truth (Mood, 

2010). The common way to analyse unobserved heterogeneity is to check the correlation 

between x and y in different models, to see if it increases or decreases the propensity in various 

combinations. In order to clarify the influence without having the main focus on the magnitude 

of the influence.  

 

The estimation of the model is built by the multiple variables that have positive and negative 

correlations. It is therefore important to ensure that the correlations between all independent 

variables are significant in relation to dependent ditto by making correlation analysis. This was 

implemented by first running the logistic regression with all variables that were to be tested, 

where after a correlation matrix was generated in Stata to test which of the variables that were 

significant, defined as below 0,05 (**) or 0,01 (***). It is further proper to make a test of 

multicollinearity among the variables by running a VIF test. This is however not possible run 

the VIF test after a logistic regression due to a restriction in the software, a way to come around 

this is to run an OLS-regression with exactly same dependent variables and independent 

variables and then to run a VIF-test on that model. The model in itself is insufficient, but the 

test of the variance inflation factor among the variables since it is only calculating the 

relationship between the x’s and y (Menard, 2002). 

 

4.5 Ethical considerations 

The ethical aspects of the research are always important to reflect upon along the procedure. 

The study needs to be motived by a potential scientific contribution, which shall overcome the 

likely risks of causing misery or violation for the group that is researched upon. As 

Vetenskapsrådet (2011, p 8, my translation) explains it; “Ethical considerations in research 

are largely a matter of finding a reasonable balance between various interests that are all 

legitimate”. The greatest risk with this project was the protection of integrity of the research 

population. The data consist of micro-level information about single individuals with 

anonymized ID-numbers, without any possibility to attach the observation to a personal 

number or name. It was however important to secure the data from spreading to any person 

without the permission to use it. The data was therefore only accessible in the closed ASTRID-

lab at the Geography department at Umeå University. The system is a sealed network and all 

information that were to leave the room needed to be on an aggregated level, any information 

about specific individuals was precluded.  
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A second critical aspect was the use a respectful language and terminology. To bear in mind 

that these observations are humans with own life paths, and not determined to have certain 

conditions based upon their socio-economic background. Terms such low- or high socio-

economic status is used to conceptualize that various groups have different materialistic 

settings, which have proven to affect many fields of their lives. The orientation in the socio-

economic stratum as well as in the urban hierarchy can be associated with social stigmas, and 

is consequently politically sensitive. It is therefore critical to not reproduce these views in order 

to marginalize people. These sensitive elements can however not prevent studies like this one, 

it is important that researchers highlight social inequalities to map the varying possibilities for 

different classes. The study can hopefully contribute to a better understanding of the topic, 

which could work as a foundation for developing social policies. 

 

4.6 Method discussion 

The chosen model has its limitations and weaknesses, which will be discussed in this section. 

Native municipality was here defined as the place where individual was registered in the age of 

19, but some might argue that taking the place of birth or a younger age would give a more 

accurate indicator for place attachment. The used demarcation is derived from previous 

research which states that the mobility is fairly low for children and that it peaks in the ages 

from 19 and 35 (Fischer & Malmberg, 2001: Lundholm, 2007). A theoretical deduction is 

therefore that the native municipality would be same for a great share of the population, no 

matter if the age would have been 0, 19 or anything in between. Isolating the period with the 

highest frequency of moves is on the other hand narrowing the scope of the paper, and is 

thereby giving a more specific response to the question about how return migration relates to 

re-distribution of the Swedish population.  

 

The operationalization of social class can further be criticized in relation to the methodology 

and research design, since it is using both background variables from 1997 and individual 

values from 2012. The idea was to get a reference about the social state of the family by using 

the parental values. The incomes and educational achievements would not be visible in that 

age for the individuals themselves. The reproduction of social class over generations has been 

described in the theory section, meaning that it is likely that children to academics attain 

higher education (Nordlander, 2015). This raises an issue of multicollinearity in the model, due 

to co-variation between independent variables. A potential alternative could had been to only 

have the values from 2012, to check which socio-economic group the individual belong too 

after the time period and if the person had returned. The issue is just that it doesn’t respond to 

the research questions and hypothesis, it would rather express if migrating and returning has 
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a connection to socio-economic status in a certain age. The causation becomes more evident 

when the data for the parents is included, but on the other hand only using the background-

variables would had given a weaker effect.  

 

It would additionally have been interesting to include aspects as length of the stay, and if the 

returnees that moved and returned in a young age or in late in the panel. The model is treating 

persons who went away for a one-year job equally as a person who moved to take a PhD for 10 

years. More advanced modelling could test this by including variables expressing if the person 

had been away 5 years or more, and check if it has an alternative influence if you have stayed a 

longer or shorter period. The descriptive statistics are however giving an indication about when 

the most moves occur, and some interpretations can be done out of these numbers and graphs.  

 

Knowing this, it becomes interesting to reflect upon the causality. The dependent variable is 

measured in 2012, if the individual is back or not. But as mentioned, it does not reveal if the 

sequence away was 1999-2001 or 2004-2011, or if the move in itself has anything to do with 

the socio-economic status of the person in 2012. One could graduate in the native municipality 

and thereafter decide to take a low-skill job in a neighbouring municipality, followed by a 

return to the place of origin where the person applies for a high-skill job. The academic 

achievement is here the elevating aspect and determining the social belonging, without any 

relationship to the migration during the time period. It is therefore a matter of awareness to 

not interpret social advancements only in relation to migration. The limitation makes it 

impossible to check state of each individual during when they were moving back, it is rather an 

aggregation of the characteristics that has returned by the age of 34. A fundamental 

assumption derived from the sociological readings about social class and reproduction was that 

the social mobility is rather low, and the population studies were claiming that a high socio-

economic standard gave people freedom to be mobile. The interpretation of this is that the 

different likelihoods are derived from history, which means that some expectations can be 

based on the class you were born into. If the case would be that the social mobility was high 

and the educational attainments random, then it would have been a more critical to actually 

measure the socio-economic status in shorter sequences.       

 

5 Results 

This is the section where the statistical results and interpretations are presented. The first part 

consists of public data analysis, where the population macro trends and the socio-economic 

measures of the SKL-regions are described. To be followed by the descriptive statistics 

unfolding the distributions of the modelled variables by region, gender, income etc. The results 



28 
 

from the applied regression models are presented in the final subsection, were the magnitude, 

direction and statistical significance of the evaluated variables are listed. 

 

5.1 Public data analysis 

The population of Sweden grew from 8,3 to 9,6 million during the period between 1978 to 2012, 

and the regional distribution transformed during the same time. Figure 4 illustrates how the 

share of the total population has changed in each SKL-regions from the birth year of the cohort, 

to the year they turned to adults, and the final year of this study. All groups in the range 1-5 

has increased their share of the total population, suburban municipalities near metropolitan 

cities grew most and had a 4,6 % greater share in 2012 compared to 1978. Goods producing 

municipalities went from 10,9 % to 9 % during the same period, which was the biggest drop. 

All groups in the range from 6-10 were losing in relation to the first five regions, and the 

intensity of the re-distribution was higher in the second section of the time-line.  The net 

increase in the three metropolitan municipalities was 279 724 people from 1997 to 2012, which 

is an annual growth of 1,19 percent and thereby the highest rate. The major cities and their 

surrounding municipalities continued to grow while the rest of the country was declining in 

terms of population. Municipalities in sparsely populated regions (SKL-region 10) where 

losing 1 587 citizens on an average year, which is the biggest share (0,48 %) in relation to the 

size of their population. Goods producing municipalities were on the other hand the biggest 

losers in absolute numbers, with a total drop of 51 362 people.  

 

Figure 2: The share of the population by each SKL-region in 1978, 1997 and 2012. Source: Statistics 

Sweden 2016-04-30 
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Figure 3 illustrates the mean annual earned income and the level of highly educated in each 

region in 2012. Geographical income disparities are obvious in the comparison of the units. 

The mean income was highest in the suburban municipalities near metropolitan cities with 

310 000 SEK each year, while the rural municipalities had an annual average of 225 000 SEK. 

Which is 73 percent of the sum in relation to the top region. The average for all SKL-regions 

was 252 000 SEK. The line in Figure 3 shows the share of the population (age group 16-74) 

that had attained a higher education than high-school in 2012. 19 percent of the population in 

the rural municipalities had higher education, while the same number was 45 percent in the 

metropolitan cities. The average for all regions was 27,6 percent, metropolitan municipalities, 

suburban municipalities near metropolitan cities and big cities were the only units supreme 

the mean for all regions.  

 

Figure 3: Mean annual earned income and the share of citizens with higher education by SKL-region in 

2012. Source: Statistics Sweden 2016-04-29 

 

5.2 Descriptive statistics 

The used dataset contained 97 836 individuals that lived in Sweden in 1997. 67 874 (69 %) of 

these were moving at least one time during their initial fifteen years as adults, while 29 959 (31 

%) stayed in their native municipality. 93 250 of the individuals were still registered in Sweden 

by 2012, while 4,7 percent had either left the country or died by 2012. The return rate among 

all movers was 22,3 percent and 15 136 of the movers had thereby re-circulating to their place 

of origin. 72 percent of the females in the cohort were movers, while the same rate was 66 
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marginal. The conclusion from this was that more women move, but more are returning as 

well. The gendered migration is therefore not skewing the future distribution of males and 

females according to this data. 13,9 percent of the individuals in the cohort had foreign born 

parents or were themselves born in another country. The ones with immigrant parents where 

moving less than the average (66 %) and 20,9 percent of the movers were returning to their 

place of origin. The highest number of moves occurred when the cohort was 21-23 years old, 

with over 16 000 new registrations each year. The curve starts to slope the year after, and it 

declines even more rapidly after the age of 26 (see Figure 4). The number of moves was 5 531 

the final year in the dataset, and the migration rate had thereby dropped from 16 percent 

during the peaking years to 6 percent. Figure 5 illustrates the number of moves that the 

migrants take, the most of them took one or two moves, and the curve is falling distinctively to 

the maximum number of 12 moves that three individuals made.  

     

 

The share of movers and stayer varies when the SKL-regions are compared. The Suburban 

municipalities near metropolitan cities were the greatest senders with 82 % of the cohort 

taking at least one move. Metropolitan cities did on the other hand have most stayers, only 60 

percent of the individuals in the cohort took a move. The return rate varied between 18-30 

percent, Rural municipalities were receiving the smallest portion of their movers while the 

Metropolitan cities had the greatest share re-circulating (see Figure 6).  
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Figure 5: Number of moves that the movers take. Source: 

ASTRID database, Department of Geography and 

Economic History, Umeå University 
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Figure 6: The share of stayers, movers and returnees by SKL-region. Source: ASTRID database, 

Department of Geography and Economic History, Umeå University 

The individual incomes were divided into quartiles based on the whole population, the 

observed values ranged from 0 - 27 102 000 SEK. Figure 7 illustrates how the share of stayers, 

movers and returnees are represented in each quartile. It shows that the top earning 

individuals had moved most frequently. The share of stayers in the dataset is one third while 

the movers represent about two thirds, the diagram is therefore somewhat skewed but is still 

giving the general picture. It illustrates that movers have higher incomes in relation to the 

stayers, 85 percent of the top earners had moved during the investigated period. The incomes 

of the returnees in relation all movers did not vary to any greater extent. The share of returnees 

is slightly smaller in the first quartile (13 %), and rate is evenly distributed in the rest of 

quartiles (17-18%).  

 

Figure 7: Annual earned income 2012 for stayers, movers and returnees presented in quintiles. Source: 

ASTRID database, Department of Geography and Economic History, Umeå University 
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Figure 8 illustrates the education level among the stayers, movers and returnees for the whole 

sample group. The correlation between migration and a higher level of education is clear, with 

the exception of the group that had a PhD of whom the greatest share were stayers. 85 percent 

of the individuals with a higher education (<2 years) had moved, in relation to the first three 

groups were the rate was 55-56 percent. The share of returnees is equally dropping linearly, 

the more years people spent in the education system the less were they returning, falling from 

29 percent in the pre-school group to 13 percent for the individuals with higher education (<2 

years). The only exception from the trend was the PhD-levels, who had a rate of 17 percent 

returning. 

 

Figure 8: The shares of stayers, movers and returnees by education level. Source: ASTRID database, 

Department of Geography and Economic History, Umeå University 
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non-significant (no colour). The list is further organized to individual- (I), background- (B) 
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an OLS-regression with the retained variables and VIF-test, the result was a mean VIF of 1,60. 
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The used variables were therefore not suffering from multicollinearity and thereby appropriate 

to run together without risking to deflate the model.   

 

The individual variable with the highest odds-ratio was the interaction variable Single with 

children, while singles had lower propensity by themselves. The central variables used in the 

ISEI-08 index is education and income to position people in socio-economic system. This 

result shows that having high values in these variables were decreasing the propensity to return 

and same goes for the education level of the parents. The number of moves was giving a higher 

odds-ratio, meaning that the more times the individual had moved the higher was the 

likelihood of ending up in the municipality of origin. Field of education was ran as a categorical 

variable and Teaching and education was the reference. A significantly lower propensity was 

calculated for the individuals with General education (0), Humanities and arts (1) and Social 

sciences, law, trade, administration (3). While the relationship with the other education fields 

were non-significant. Four of the background-variables were significant and Native 

municipality had the strongest positive association. The propensity to return was thereby 

greater if the parents had lived in the same municipality since 1978 and remained there to 1997, 

in contrast to those with a more dispersed family history in terms of geography. The individuals 

with foreign born parents were less likely to return to their place of origin in relation to the 

ones with parents born in Sweden. The variables expressing if the parents were divorced or 

dead were non-significant, while having parents older than 70 years decreased the likelihood 

of returning.   

 

The SKL-regions were run as a categorical variable to see the variation between the regions, 

SKL1 metropolitan cities was used as the reference category to see how the other regions 

differed from the three largest cities. The odds-ratios are below 1 for all the regions, which 

shows that the propensity to move back is significantly lower in relation to SKL1. The 

geographical starting point was thereby affecting the propensity to return in an essential way.     
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Table 2: The result of the regression model. Source: ASTRID database, Department of Geography 

and Economic History, Umeå University 

  

Variable nam e odds-ratio

Incom e (I) 0,8539 (***)

Education lev el (I) 0,8585 (***)

Field of education 0 (I) 0,8044 (***)

Field of education 1  (I) 0,7 949 (***)

Field of education 3  (I) 0,87 17  (***)

Field of education 4 (I) 0,927 1  (*)

Field of education 5 (I) 0,9557  (*)

Field of education 6 (I) 1 ,1030 (*)

Field of education 7  (I) 0,9899 (*)

Field of education 8 (I) 0,9696 (*)

Field of education 9 (I) 0,9417  (*)

Gender (I) 0,8636 (***)

Single (I) 0,7 060 (***)

Single with children (I) 1 ,1 662 (***)

Num ber of children (I) 0,981 4 (***)

Sum  of m ov es (I) 1 ,1 1 39 (***)

Nativ e m unicipality  (B) 1 ,321 9 (***)

Im m igrant background (B) 0,91 40 (***)

Parents incom e (B) 1 ,01 20 (**)

Parents education lev el (B) 0,97 36 (***)

Div orced parents (B) 0,9837  (*)

Old parents (B) 0,8951  (**)

Dead parents (B) 0,97 21  (*)

SKL-region 2  (G) 0,4655 (***)

SKL-region 3  (G) 0,681 6 (***)

SKL-region 4 (G) 0,51 68 (***)

SKL-region 5 (G) 0,491 0 (***)

SKL-region 6 (G) 0,447 5 (***)

SKL-region 7  (G) 0,451 1  (***)

SKL-region 8 (G) 0,3986 (***)

SKL-region 9 (G) 0,5401  (***)

SKL-region 1 0 (G) 0,521 5 (***)

Constant 1 ,347 5

Log likelihood: -33728,98

LR-Chi2 (33): 2022,7

Prob > chi2: 0,00

Pseudo R2: 0,0291

I =  indiv idual     B = background     G = geographical

*** = P> 0,01      ** = P> 0,005    * =  P < 0,05
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6 Discussion 

This section were the results are put in relation to previous research, in order to respond to the 

hypothesis that were set up in an earlier section. Conclusions will be presented and suggestions 

of prospective research topics will also be brought up.  

 

These analysis has focused on the cohort born 1978 in order to explore how socio-economic 

characteristics influence the likelihood of returning. Logistic regression analysis were 

implemented to evaluate how a set of variables representing social class affected the probability 

of re-circulating to different levels in the urban hierarchy. In other words, which characteristics 

were pushing or pulling return migrants (Lee, 1966). The results have shown a great variance 

in the return rates for different groups and especially to different regions, which is in line with 

previous research from Sweden and other countries (Newbold, 2001: Amcoff & Niedomysl, 

2013). The share of returnees was 22 percent, with regional variations ranging from 18-30 

percent. The highest frequencies of moves occurred in the age 21-23 and the rate drops in 

similar pace as Fischer and Malmberg (2001) presented in their paper. The explorative part of 

this study was to include of parameters expressing the socio-economic measures of the 

individuals and their parents. Micro data analyses are offering an exclusive possibility of 

investigating these relationships between social background and migration, and this study can 

hopefully motivate other similar projects and development of new theory.  

 

Three hypothesis were set up for this paper. Firstly, it was assumed that individuals with a 

lower socio-economic status would have a higher return rate. This was confirmed, children of 

highly educated parents were less likely to return, and the individuals with higher incomes and 

educations in 2012 were less prone to return. The income of the parents had weak positive 

influence on the return rate, the likelihood of having returning children were higher if their 

wages were higher in 1997. The variable had a lower level of significance than the other, but is 

contesting the hypothesis. This could however be a result of co-collinearity in the education 

level and the income of the parents, these two variables have a similar explanatory value and 

could therefore cancel each other. To only include one of these could potentially have improved 

the model, and perhaps something that could be tested by other studies.  

 

A limitation with the used method is that it is only measures the income and education level in 

the end of the time period, in combination with if the person has returned or not. The causality 

cannot be confirmed explicitly from this calculation, but the results show that 85 percent of the 

top earning individuals had taken a move, and the correlation between a high mobility and 

high income is very clear. The same relationship was not found when the income levels of the 

returnees were analysed, which can be interpreted in two ways. Either in line with Kauhanen 
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and Tervos (2002) example from Finnish return migrants moving downwards in the urban 

hierarchy, who renounce incomes prioritizing soft values. Or it could on the other hand be an 

evidence for the success-failure dichotomy, proving that returnees repatriate as a consequence 

of a failure in the new environment (Haartsen & Thissen, 2014). Figure 3 has illustrated how 

the wages and the education levels follow each other on a macro scale, and it could be discussed 

if the economic stratification is serving as a constraint for migrating downwards in the urban 

hierarchy. The actual willingness to return to the peripheral regions might not be reflected in 

the return rates, since it would a dis-advantageous deal in economic terms. Migrants from the 

metropolitan regions could here be considered as privileged in the sense that they actually can 

return without flushing away their human capital and future incomes (Sjaastad, 1962: 

Nordlander, 2015: Korpi & Clarke, 2015). Which becomes a conflict for the high-skilled 

individuals who would like to return downwards in the urban hierarchy. 

 

The second hypothesis was that individuals with low levels of social capital would be less likely 

to return to the place of origin, measuring the social relations and their quality. Fischer and 

Malmberg (2001) has in their study described how social characteristics affect migration 

patterns in combination with life course events, which can be either planned or reversal 

happenings (Rossi, 1955). It was assumed that having parents living in the region would 

increase the incentives to come back, and additionally if the parents were older and living in 

marriage. This was partly confirmed, having the parents living in the municipality did have a 

significant impact with of a great magnitude. The variables describing the civil status, age of 

the parent and if they were dead or alive were non-significant and therefore not influential in 

these analysis. Having foreign born parents was decreasing the propensity to a great extent, 

which was consistent with the hypothesis since the likelihood of establishing an extensive 

social network would be higher with long stretching roots in the region (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 

2001: Ljung Egeland, 2015). 

 

The stimulus of gender has been highly debated within the field and this result of the model 

shows that women are less likely to return in relation to men. The numbers in the descriptive 

section shows that women move more often than men, but the share of returnees is almost 

same with 0,5 % more men returning. The chosen set of independent variables are thereby 

inflicting the calculation, and the combination of attributes shows that women are actually less 

likely to return. A potential explanation to this can be sought in the Field of education, since 

the three significant variables decreased the likelihood of moving back. The occupational 

structure of Sweden is divide into jobs with male and female connotations, and the structure 

of the labour market is therefore important to consider when analysing were people move and 

end up (Brandén, 2013: Rérat, 2014). The opportunities can differ depending on the gender, 



37 
 

even though it is invisible in the descriptive statistics. A suggestion for upcoming research 

would be to dig deeper into this issue and investigate the characteristics that influence men 

and women in altering ways. 

 

An interaction variable was further included to evaluate if singles with children were more 

likely to return in relation to other singles. It was considered as a reflection of a major life 

course event, and therefore assumed to affect the spatial behaviour in an explicit manner. The 

result confirmed this, having children and being single increased the likelihood of returning, 

while these two variables separately had a negative impact. This evidence brings new 

understandings, but is also leading towards new questions. Interconnected relationships 

between used measures might be a key to a deeper understanding of intersectional differences 

which influence the propensity to return or stay away.   

 

Thirdly, it was assumed that individuals originating in the three largest cities would have a 

greater propensity of returning. Amcoff and Niedomysl (2013) has previously proven that the 

labour market regions surrounding these cities had greater shares of returnees in relation to 

other regions, and the purpose here was to test if the same pattern were to be found on a 

municipal level. Their regional definition included a hinterland the metropolises, which 

merges the city municipalities, the suburbs and even some big neighbouring cities, such as 

Uppsala in the case of Stockholm LA. The hypothesis was confirmed and the magnitude was 

greater in relation to all other SKL-regions. Amcoff and Niedomysls (2013) concept of regions 

is dismissing a lot of variations within the unit, which is probably their intention since the focus 

is on the access to the labour market. Worth noting is however that their conclusions about 

return rates can differ a lot depending on the location within the LAs.  

 

The three largest municipalities were receiving significantly more return migrant than the 

suburban municipalities. A prominent relationship is that the return rate and propensity 

follows the mean income of each region fairly well (see Figure 3). The regions with the lowest 

wages have the lowest propensities of receiving return migrants. The exception here is the 

metropolitan cities, their suburbs and big cities where the patterns is altering. The propensity 

to move back to the suburban municipalities near metropolitan cities is lower than the 

metropolitan cities, even though the average incomes are lower in the cities. An interpretation 

of this deviant pattern would be that returning to the three largest cities requires less 

motivation and is not always about maximizing the economic output. This conclusion is similar 

to Amcoff and Niedomysls (2013) since they found that more movers return to these regions 

as unemployed, since these places have a higher attracting force and trustworthy labour 

markets.  
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Regions can be defined and classified in countless ways, having a direct impact on the results 

of the analysis. The modifiable areal unit problem as a topic difficult to come around in these 

types of analysis, but using an official classification is here perceived as a legitimizing selection 

(Vogel, 2016). This study was limited analysing differences between SKL-regions and not 

within them, variances within the regions were thereby assumed to be constant due to this 

methodological restrictions. The share of returnees could potentially differ when rural 

municipalities in Norther and Southern Sweden are compared, and Malmö could perhaps have 

more returnees than Gothenburg. These variance as highly interesting for population 

researcher for understanding the push and pulling forces in contemporary Sweden. A 

suggestion for follow up studies would therefore be to dig deeper in this issue, for instance by 

applying multi-level models on a similar population. 

 

The concept of urban hierarchies has been used throughout this paper. The decision to use the 

SKL-region as a classification of the stratum was based upon these municipalities position in 

the Swedish economy. The socio-spatial inequalities between regions have been illustrated in 

the previous sections, the distribution of material resources is skewed and the highly educated 

individuals are clustered into central districts. This is perhaps not a surprise, rather an 

expected consequence of being a part of the capitalist economy and in line with the neo-

classical theories (Sjaastad, 1962: Korpi, 2009). The disparities are easy to present in facts, but 

realising the social consequences of these gaps is something else than a division of labour. The 

access to material resources has been proven to have a direct impact on the individual 

performance and life quality, the conclusion following these regional disparities is that we have 

and geographical stratification with a privileged centre (Nordlander, 2015). The findings of this 

paper enlightens the importance of including geography as a substantial component for 

understanding socio-economic stratification in contemporary Sweden.  

 

This study has strived to explore how micro, meso-, and macro level measures stimulate the 

individual propensity to return (Cairns et al. 2014). Links between specific characteristics and 

the likelihood to re-circulate were found, which builds upon the understanding of the selective 

traits directing the interregional migration. Policymakers in Swedish municipalities are 

continuously struggling to sustain a proper population that are capable of contributing to the 

long-term regional development. Attracting return migrants is usually considered as the 

essential resolution and the main inflow of “new” citizens, the officials should however be 

aware that the majority of the movers end up in alien municipalities. All regions are therefore 

relying on having an influx from other regions to remain a stable trend, but history has showed 

that the exchange has been unequal. This paper has confirmed that the metropolitan regions 

are absorbing great masses of people and especially individuals with a high socio-economic 
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standard. This brain drain has been going on for at least decades and the intensity has 

enhanced since the 90’s (see Figure 2). The long-term consequences will probably be that the 

economic- and demographic gaps dividing the Swedish regions are to increase. Which is a 

difficult issue to handle for a welfare state with the duty ensure similar living conditions for the 

whole population.  

 

This study has focused on the diverse opportunities and constraints that various societal 

groups face, and how these inequalities are manifested in the spatial behaviour of individuals. 

The findings should be perceived as a general patterns of the majority and the propensity is 

not to be translated to a determined outcome. There are always exceptional individuals that 

beat the odds and end up on altering life-paths, driven by incentives, ideas or emotions 

countering the main stream. Back to where we started, can we say anything about the young 

mover who received the question if she is to return? The scientific answer would be that 

summing the characteristics could give a clear direction about the likelihood for one to return, 

even before the person has taken the move. The margin would however be sufficient, life 

happens along the way and we should remain humble to that fact. So, the most honest answer 

to the stated question is perhaps be “maybe, maybe not”.  
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8 Appendix 

Tabel 1: List of tested variables. 

 

Variable name   

Individual (I)  2012 

Income (I) Annual earned income for the individual, classified into quartiles to cope with the extreme values (1-4). 

Education level (I) Education level in 2012, classified 1-7.  

Field of education 0 (I) 
General education 

Field of education 1 (I) 
Humanities and art 

Field of education 2 (I) 
Teaching and education (REFERENCE) 

Field of education 3 (I) 
Social sciences, law, trade, administration 

Field of education 4 (I) 
Natural science, maths, data 

Field of education 5 (I) 
Technology and production 

Field of education 6 (I) 
Agriculture and forestry 

Field of education 7 (I) 
Health services and social work 

Field of education 8 (I) 
Services 

Field of education 9 (I) Unknown 

Gender (I) Binary variable (1) male and (2) for female 

Single (I) Binary variable (1) for single and (0) non-single 

Number of children (I) Absolute number of children 

Single with children (I) Interaction variable (Single * Number of children) 

Sum of moves (I) Absolute number of new registrations (moves) 

Background (B)   

Native municipality (B) 
Binary variable (1) if the parents lived in the same municipality in 1978 and 1997 and (0) if at least one of the parents had 
moved 

Immigrant background (B) Binary variable (1) if the parents were foreign born and (0) if they were born in Sweden 

Parents income (B) Summed annual earned income for both of the parents, classified into quartiles (1-4) to cope with the extreme values 

Parents education level (B) The summed education level for the parents (0-12) 

Divorced parents (B) Binary variable (1) if the parents were divorced 1997 (0) if not 

Old parents (B) Binary variable (1) if the parents were over 70 years old in 2012 and (0) if below. 

Dead parents (B) Binary variable (1) if the parents were dead in 1997 and (0) at least one alive 

Geographical (G)   

SKL-region 1 (G) Registered in SKL 1 in 1997 (REFERENCE) 

SKL-region 2 (G) Registered in SKL2 in 1997 

SKL-region 3 (G) Registered in SKL3 in 1997 

SKL-region 4 (G) Registered in SKL4 in 1997 

SKL-region 5 (G) Registered in SKL5 in 1997 

SKL-region 6 (G) Registered in SKL6 in 1997 

SKL-region 7 (G) Registered in SKL7 in 1997 

SKL-region 8 (G) Registered in SKL8 in 1997 

SKL-region 9 (G) Registered in SKL9 in 1997 

SKL-region 10 (G) Registered in SKL10 in 1997 

  


