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Abstract Contemporary literature underscores the demographic and economic stag-
nation of non-urban areas, driven by ongoing urbanization and the associated out-
flow of human capital. Although counterurban migration has long been proposed
as a potential remedy, empirical evidence on its long-term consequences remains
limited, particularly with respect to individuals who remain in these areas over
time. This study examines post-migration staying among individuals who moved
from metropolitan to non-metropolitan regions in Sweden between 2006 and 2010,
analysing the determinants of staying duration over a ten-year follow-up period
using administrative register data. Employing survival models, the analysis reveals
substantial variation in staying duration across regional contexts and migrant sub-
groups. Longer residential stability is more strongly associated with proximity to
metropolitan labour markets, family-related characteristics, and prior regional ties,
while more remote and structurally weaker regions exhibit higher exit risks. The
findings indicate that counterurban migration frequently takes the form of selective
settlement in commuting-accessible areas rather than deep rural retention. Overall,
the results highlight patterns of regional fit and selective retention across migrant
sub-groups and destination types, contributing to a more nuanced understanding of
counterurban migration and its role in regional population redistribution.
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1 Introduction

Migration is not only a demographic or social phenomenon, but fundamentally
a spatial one. It is shaped by the movement of people across uneven geographical
landscapes. While migration has been studied across disciplines such as sociology,
psychology, economics and ecology, a regional perspective foregrounds the role of
place in structuring both the causes and consequences of mobility and immobil-
ity. Regions with distinct physical, social and economic characteristics influence
migration and are simultaneously reshaped by it. Individuals actively recreate their
environments and, in doing so, reconstruct their own conditions of life through inter-
actions between evolving regional and individual endowments. Just as individuals
carry distinct features, capacities and preferences, regions offer varying opportunities
and constraints for integration

A large body of literature has traditionally treated migration as a discrete move-
ment between discrete places (McHugh 2000). However, post-migration mobilities
and the dynamic choice of staying have gained increasing attention through techno-
logical change and improvements in everyday mobility. These developments reduce
barriers to the diffusion of skills and knowledge, as emphasized in the new mo-
bilities paradigm (Sheller and Urry 2006). According to this perspective, staying
is not a once-only decision. The post-migration period is not sedentary but a dy-
namic process characterised by both stability and instability (Hofstede et al. 2022).
This dynamic process requires particular attention when individuals with outsider
characteristics relocate to new areas.

Since both regional and individual characteristics vary down along the urban
hierarchy their bilateral necessities and contributions on each other differentiate
significantly, particularly between the top of the urban hierarchy i.e., metropolitan
regions and regions in the middle and lower hierarchy i.e., non-metropolitan regions.
Considering that, smaller regions are documented to suffer from human capital out-
flow and natural population growth often remains insufficient to compensate for
this loss, counterurban migration might offer benefits for both households and lag-
ging regions. Especially, acquired experiences from densely populated metropolitan
regions might bring wider-range of novelties and reinforcement as antidote in declin-
ing regions down along the urban hierarchy (Trippl and Maier 2010; Martynovich
2017).

Putting the aim of this study as examining the determinants of long-term staying
after a counterurban move, this study contributes to migration research by analysing
how the interaction between individual and regional characteristics influences the
decision of Swedish individuals to remain in non-metropolitan areas following relo-
cation from metropolitan regions. Drawing on both the new mobilities paradigm and
the emerging immobility perspective, the analysis highlights that migrants are not
merely passive adapters to regional conditions. Instead, they actively shape their new
environments through their behaviours, preferences and socio-economic practices.

These newcomers may influence regional development by generating new patterns
of supply and demand, introducing diverse values and lifestyles, and potentially
counteracting inertia associated with population decline in rural and small-town
settings. In this sense, staying requires a continuous fit between individuals and
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regions. It goes beyond simple adaptation, as agents actively modify their own and
others’ living conditions while reconstructing place physically and socially. This
dynamic resembles niche construction theory (NTC) in biology (Odling-Smee et al.
2003; Laland et al. 2016), a perspective that remains underexplored in migration
studies and evolutionary economic geography (EEG).

Accordingly, this study contributes to existing literature by examining counterur-
ban stayers as potentially significant actors in non-metropolitan regions, both eco-
nomically and socially. At the same time, it recognises that such dynamics may
involve selective processes. Labour markets in smaller regions are often more em-
bedded and subject to lock-in effects. Therefore, migrant stayers’ influence may
be shaped by the specific skills and human capital they bring from larger labour
markets and by the strength of regional ties they develop over time.

The aim of this study is therefore to investigate the determinants of staying after
a counterurban move. Previous literature on staying has often adopted a binary view
of urban-rural mobility (e.g., Halfacree and Rivera 2012; Hjälm 2014; Stockdale and
Ferguson 2020; Herrero-Jáuregui and Concepción 2023; Halfacree 2024; Maclaren
et al. 2024). Instead, this study considers a counterurban cascade across several
levels of the urban hierarchy, represented by structural indicators such as population
size, commuting patterns and labour-market composition.

While existing research has highlighted motivations and characteristics of stay-
ers, fewer studies have provided quantitative evidence on staying behaviour itself,
in evolutionary terms, indicators of survival, and on how it relates to individual-
regional matching. Given that remaining in place is often associated with emotional,
social and material bonds to locality, this study also draws conceptually on place
attachment to interpret staying as an outcome of integration and anchoring in place.
By placing special emphasis on relevant sub-groups differentiated by regional ties,
labour-market status and individual characteristics, the analysis aims to reveal pat-
terns that inform our understanding of long-term counterurban settlement processes
through a quantitative approach.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Counterurban Mobility and Determinants of Staying

Counterurbanization, as a downward migration movement from larger areas to
smaller ones (Mitchell 2004), has been on the agenda as a remedy for rural de-
cline since late 80’s (Cloke 1985; Champion 1989; Vartiainen 1989). Although
early research on this phenomenon emerged in Anglo-Saxon contexts, it is now
recognized as a global trend (Herrero-Jáuregui and Concepción 2023; Dilley et al.
2022; Halfacree 2024; Yu et al. 2024). In fact, some governments actively encourage
counterurban movement by offering subsidies such as temporary salary support or
housing guarantees (Zollet and Qu 2024). However, as had been argued by Field-
ing (1982), counterurban movement generally remains insufficient to compensate
depopulation and human capital flow towards urban areas, since the trend does not
always hamper urbanization and fails to mitigate the challenges posed by an ag-
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ing population. Although research on counterurban migration has expanded over
recent decades, studies addressing the long-term consequences with a special focus
on stayers remain relatively limited. Yet, the role of stayers is critical for several
reasons.

First, counterurban stayers are essential to the ongoing social and economic life of
shrinking or lagging regions, often exerting a more lasting impact than short-term or
transient movers. Their continued presence contributes to demographic stability, sus-
taining labour supply, local services, schools and housing markets — all of which are
preconditions for rural revival. Second, staying is not a one-time choice but a con-
tinuous and adaptive process shaped by local conditions and everyday mobilities
(Sheller and Urry 2006; Halfacree and Rivera 2012; Stockdale and Haartsen 2018;
Hjälm 2014; Hofstede et al. 2022). Understanding who stays, and where, therefore
becomes crucial for evaluating long-term regional trajectories. Third, counterurban
stayers serve as reference points for both policy and prospective migrants: their
sustained settlement contributes to regional identity formation, community conti-
nuity and local capacity-building, effects that transient movers cannot generate to
the same extent. Regions offer distinct sets of opportunities and challenges depend-
ing on their size, structure and resources. Urban areas provide diversified labour-
markets and cultural amenities but at the cost of congestion, housing pressure and
social stress. In contrast, smaller regions may offer safety, nature proximity and fam-
ily-friendly environments, yet often lack the economic dynamism of metropolitan
areas. Counterurban migration therefore plays a dual role by redistributing popula-
tion and skills across the urban hierarchy. When migrants remain, rather than only
pass through, their embeddedness can support services, stimulate demand, main-
tain school enrolment, encourage entrepreneurship and strengthen civic networks
— all key mechanisms discussed in rural development research (e.g. Woods 2005;
Shucksmith 2018). While counterurban flows alone cannot reverse urban concen-
tration, selective retention of households and human capital may form a foundation
for incremental rural revival, particularly where migrants bring skills, networks and
economic capacity (Martynovich 2017).

As migration itself has its motivations and outcomes, so does staying; mimick-
ing Camus (1942), one might suggest that, a reason for leaving is also an excellent
reason for staying. With everyday decisions and actions of agents, these motiva-
tions and outcomes are fluid and evolving in line with life-course perspective, which
considers the entire trajectory of a person’s life rather than just a single moment or
decision (Kulu and Milewski 2007) and immobility perspective, which highlights the
importance of understanding why people remain in certain areas, even in the face of
economic or social challenges (Stockdale and Haartsen 2018). However, regardless
of whether staying is voluntary or involuntary, newcomers contribute to smaller re-
gions in specific ways including introduction of new skills, practices and values that
may help rejuvenate local economies and social structures. From a labour-market
perspective, the arrival of counterurban migrants can alleviate skills shortages, create
demand for goods and services and potentially increase local innovation. Therefore,
these dynamics are integral to understand the long-term economic implications of
migration on regional development as indicated in counterurban literature by the ev-
idence on how newcomers from larger labour-markets, where diverse, dynamic and

K



Counterurban Stayers of Sweden: A Survival Analysis

complex capabilities and knowledge spillovers generate relatively more beneficial
economic outcomes (Rosenthal and Strange 2004; Duranton and Puga 2004; Roca
and Puga 2017), marginally contribute to local economies via new skills and qual-
ities brought from larger areas (Martynovich 2017; Habersetzer et al. 2021; Wang
et al. 2022; Wuth 2023; Yu et al. 2024).

Beside direct labour-market contributions, counterurban and return migrants also
play significant role in gentrification and revitalization of localities (Uysal and
Sakarya 2018; Zollet and Qu 2024). While new customs and values imported from
larger areas have gentrification effects, return migrants, keeping their past counterur-
ban background might have a crucial role in revitalization and protection of rural
authenticity. Nevertheless, counterurban migration is not a unilateral phenomenon
from a regional perspective but also has its well-being implications on individu-
als’ life courses. A large body of literature emphasize non-economic and lifestyle
motivations and outcomes of counterurban migrants (Benson and O’Reilly 2009;
Halfacree and Rivera 2012; Bijker et al. 2012; Clark and Niedomysl 2014; Hofst-
ede et al. 2022; Ragusa 2022). These migrants are to a large extent presented as
middle-class individuals voluntarily making a downshift for lifestyle reasons such
as embracing rural idyll, a more environmentally friendly and sustainable life, cher-
ishing natural and rural amenities economically and family bonds (Champion 2005;
Benson and O’Reilly 2009, 2016; Niedomysl and Hansen 2010; Bijker et al. 2012;
Haartsen and Stockdale 2018; Goodwin-Hawkins and Jones 2022; Herrero-Jáuregui
and Concepción 2023; Nuga et al. 2024; Neyse and Lundholm 2024). With COVID-
19 pandemic, main drivers of counterurban movement are documented to be shifted
towards more objective and pragmatic reasons such as health and freedom or employ-
ment opportunities (Halfacree 2024; Argent and Plummer 2024). However, a recent
study by Neyse and Lundholm (2024) pointed out that there does not need to be
a trade-off between economic and lifestyle outcomes since Swedish counterurban
movers documented better outcomes in both type of amenities. Therefore, unlike
theories such as new neoclassical economics (NNE) or general spatial equilibrium
(GSE) suggests, relocation does not posit zero-sum outcomes between economic
and non-economic amenities (Rosen 1979; Roback 1982) which was empirically
falsified previously by Storper (2013).

Literature concerning the welfare and well-being implications of counterurban
stayers generally emphasizes motivations and outcomes, much like the broader lit-
erature on counterurban migration. Findings from both global and Swedish contexts
are largely similar; stayers are often motivated by the same amenities and aspi-
rations as movers, particularly a voluntary lifestyle downshift and family-related
factors. Mellander et al. (2011) highlighted the importance of natural beauty and
social connections for young stayers in the U.S., while Erickson et al. (2018) found
similar motivations among lifelong stayers in Montana. Morse and Mudgett (2018)
added a family perspective through their study in Vermont. In the Dutch context,
Stockdale and Haartsen (2018) showed how children influenced decisions to stay,
emphasizing the value of peaceful and environmentally friendly surroundings in
child-rearing. Berg (2020) examined Norwegian stayers and identified a mutual re-
lationship between rural social ties and individual well-being. Family networks and
property relations were central for stayers in Northern Ireland, as reported by Stock-
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dale and Ferguson (2020). Hofstede et al. (2023) documented a shared appreciation
for rural life among young adults in Northern Ireland, the Netherlands and Ger-
many, citing community ties and belonging. In the case of Australia, Ragusa (2022)
critically framed urban materialism as a push factor. In a cross-country compari-
son, Van der Star and Hochstenbach (2022) found that stayers, especially employed
women fluent in the local language, reported positive outcomes in rural Norway and
the Netherlands. In Iceland, Bjarnason and Haartsen (2024) identified relationship
status and residential satisfaction as key predictors of staying. With a special focus
on a distinct occupational group, Maclaren et al. (2024) explored how the COVID-
19 pandemic influenced Scottish doctors’ migration decisions. In Sweden, Hjälm
(2014) found that elderly individuals were attached to their homes, while Mulder
et al. (2020) stressed the influence of family in young adults’ decisions. Similarly,
Pedersen and Therkelsen (2022) emphasized the role of family values in the Danish
case. Neyse and Lundholm (2024) reported high satisfaction among counterurban
movers with young children, with many expressing an ardent desire to stay, having
experienced improvements in both lifestyle and economic conditions.

2.2 Place Attachment and Niche Construction as Foundations of Staying

Place attachment is widely recognised as one of the main determinants of why
individuals remain in a place. It refers to the bonds people develop with their sur-
roundings through dimensions related to materiality and nature, social relations,
and subjective meaning (Diener and Hagen 2022; Ojalammi and Koskinen-Koivisto
2024). Materiality includes housing conditions and everyday interactions with the
physical landscape. Social relations reflect community ties, shared norms, and in-
formal interaction, which tend to be stronger in smaller and less anonymous envi-
ronments (Rivera 2004; Halfacree and Rivera 2012; Haartsen and Stockdale 2018;
Pedersen and Therkelsen 2022; Ragusa 2022; Van der Star and Hochstenbach 2022).
Subjective meaning relates to lived experience, memory and identity — often passed
through generations, as when counterurban families seek to reproduce valued child-
hood settings for their own children (Goodwin-Hawkins et al. 2023).

Staying may be voluntary, driven by satisfaction, belonging or lifestyle aspi-
rations, or involuntary, shaped by limited alternatives, social constraints or path
dependency (Berg 2020). In both cases, place attachment remains central, since at-
tachment persists even under dissatisfaction (Adams 2016). Family ties reinforce
this mechanism: partners, children and kin networks anchor households, enabling
what Mincer (1978) describe as tied staying (e.g., see Bjarnason and Haartsen 2024).
Remaining in place is therefore a dynamic outcome of how well individual needs,
resources and identities align with local opportunities and constraints (Hidalgo and
Hernandez 2001; Raymond et al. 2010).

While place attachment helps explain why individuals stay, it does not reveal
how staying may influence the places themselves. For this reason, I draw selectively
on niche construction theory as a complementary perspective. Despite its relevance,
niche construction has received limited attention in migration research. This frame-
work challenges the common assumption that migrants are passive adapters to pre-
existing regional conditions, or that regions are stable containers into which peo-
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ple simply relocate. Instead, it emphasises co-evolution: individuals bring skills,
practices and values that may gradually alter local social and economic environ-
ments, while regions simultaneously shape the opportunities, constraints and iden-
tities of newcomers (Odling-Smee et al. 2003; Laland et al. 2016). Evidence from
regional labour-market studies indicates that high-skilled migrants may stimulate
entrepreneurship, transfer knowledge and generate new forms of demand and cul-
tural practice (Morrison 2023; Hunt and Gauthier-Loiselle 2010; Martynovich 2017;
Habersetzer et al. 2021; Wang et al. 2022; Wuth 2023).

In this sense, niche construction offers a dynamic understanding of mobility
and “mobilities within immobility”, recognising that everyday practices e.g., hous-
ing choices, community engagement, lifestyle routines, labour-market participation,
shape the evolving ecological fit between individuals and regions. When newcomers
remain long enough, these incremental interactions accumulate, reinforcing attach-
ment and potentially contributing to local renewal. The empirical focus of this paper
is not to test niche construction processes directly, but to identify which groups
are more likely to stay, and therefore, which groups have the greatest potential to
participate in such adaptive, cumulative, and place-shaping processes over time. It is
important to clarify that this analysis has no direct measurement of place attachment
or niche construction. Instead, attachment is inferred indirectly through staying du-
ration and socio-demographic indicators captured in the registers. A decreasing risk
of leaving is interpreted as an observable behavioural signal of attachment forma-
tion, particularly among subgroups such as families with children, return migrants,
or older adults whose social and material investments in place accumulate over time.
Thus, survival patterns offer insight into how attachment may develop, even if its
emotional dimension cannot be measured directly. In this study, place attachment
should therefore be read as a conceptual lens guiding interpretation, rather than as
a directly observed variable.

The literature discussed above highlights two key areas in need of further em-
pirical attention. First, while counterurban mobility is well documented, the long-
term behaviour of movers, particularly who stays and for how long, remains less
understood. Much of the existing research focuses on motivations or short-term
outcomes, whereas fewer quantitative studies analyse residential duration as an in-
dicator of attachment and integration. Second, although place attachment, family
ties, and labour-market fit are central themes in qualitative studies, these dimensions
are seldom examined using longitudinal administrative data capable of observing
staying behaviour over extended periods. Building on this gap, the present study
focuses on counterurban migrants who relocated from Swedish metropolitan to non-
metropolitan regions between 2006–2010, analysing their subsequent residential tra-
jectories using survival methods. The research does not attempt to establish causal
mechanisms, but instead seeks to identify patterns and associations that may offer
insight into how place attachment and adaptive processes relate to staying behaviour.
Accordingly, the study is guided by two questions:

RQ1 How are counterurban migrants and stayers represented across Swedish re-
gions? This question is investigated through descriptive — mapping patterns of
survival, attrition, and retention over time.
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RQ2 How do regional-individual demographic and labour-market characteristics
impact staying behaviours? Answers to this question consider associational rather
than causal — identifying characteristics linked to lower leaving risks. These ques-
tions are addressed through survival analysis models that estimate variation in out-
migration risk over time, interpreted as behavioural signals of anchoring, adaptation,
or potential attachment formation.

3 Data and Methodology

3.1 Data

This study utilizes Swedish administrative register data spanning 2005–2019, cov-
ering both individual and regional characteristics. Administrative registers are well
suited for migration research due to their accuracy, longitudinal consistency, near-
complete population coverage, and annual spatial tracking. Their ability to follow in-
dividuals over time and across municipalities enables detailed examination of staying
behaviour and long-term residential outcomes. The Swedish system is particularly
advantageous in this regard: full population coverage, annual updates, and consis-
tent personal identifiers allow individuals to be followed across time and space with
minimal attrition. This infrastructure, rarely available outside the Nordic context,
provides a strong empirical foundation for high-resolution longitudinal analysis of
residential behaviour at scale. Individual-level information is linked with municipal-
ity-level indicators, offering both temporal continuity and spatial precision.

Following the “leaving the metropolitan” definition established by Halliday and
Coombes (1995), counterurban migrants are defined as individuals who resided in
one of Sweden’s three metropolitan labour-market regions, Stockholm, Gothenburg
or Malmö, in 2005 and subsequently moved to a municipality in a non-metropolitan
region between 2006 and 2010. The resulting dataset consists of 146,055 individuals,
which constitutes the full cohort used in the analysis. No individuals were removed
post-construction beyond standard register harmonisation, meaning the analytical
sample equals the original identified migrant population.

A stayer is defined as an individual who remains continuously in their destination
municipality for ten years after the initial move, without interruptions. For example,
a person moving in 2006 must still reside in the same municipality in 2015 to
be classified as a stayer, whereas a 2007 mover is observed through 2016, and so
on, with 2019 marking the final observable year. This definition underpins the first
research question which examines the distribution of counterurban migrants and
long-term stayers across regions (see Fig. 1).

Individual socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, including labour-mar-
ket status, income, family composition and return migrant status, are retrieved from
annual registers and described in the Methods section. Regional characteristics are
based on the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SALAR) mu-
nicipal classification, originally divided into nine categories reflecting population
size, commuting intensity and labour-market structure. For analytical clarity and
model stability, these nine categories were consolidated into four groups: medium-
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Fig. 1 Percentage of counterurban migrants in receiving municipalities (left), percentage of stayers
among counterurban migrants (middle), percentage of return migrants in counterurban migrants (right).
Manual intervals created for representation of relevant sub-groups

sized towns, commuting municipalities, small towns, and rural municipalities1. This
grouping reduces sparsity in smaller municipalities, increases statistical power, and
enhances the interpretability of survival models. However, I acknowledge that ag-
gregation may conceal variation within original subcategories, and this is noted as
a limitation.

Migration distance is measured as Euclidean distance (in kilometres) between
municipal centroids, reflecting spatial separation between origin and destination.
While distance does not capture subjective or network-based accessibility, it serves
as a consistent proxy for spatial friction in residential relocation. Year-to-year re-
ductions in the number of individuals at risk of moving are observable indirectly in
the Kaplan-Meier survival curves; separate annual counts are therefore not reported
to maintain analytic clarity. Deaths were treated as right-censored observations and
therefore counted as neither movers nor stayers.

3.2 Methodology

Migration studies often employ model specifications with binary or multiple out-
comes such as decisions to move, stay or select a relocation destination. While logis-
tic regression remains a common tool for modeling such outcomes (e.g., Ferguson
et al. 2024; Neyse and Lundholm 2024), it captures a time-independent probability
and thus may overlook temporal dynamics inherent in residential behaviour. In con-
trast, hazard models offer a more nuanced approach by accounting for the timing of
events, making them particularly well-suited for analyzing staying behaviour, which

1 For details see:https://skr.se/en/skr/tjanster/kommunerochregioner/faktakommunerochregioner/kommun
gruppsindelning.2051.html
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unfolds continuously over time. A recent study by Bernard and Perales (2024) illus-
trates the utility of hazard models in migration research, applying them to analyze
how family migration history influences individual mobility patterns. One critical
advantage of hazard models is their ability to estimate the influence of covariates
on the duration of staying rather than treating staying as a static outcome. Non-
parametric Kaplan-Meier survival curves are also useful in this context, as they al-
low for visualizing survival differences across subgroups within each time interval.
However, the standard Cox proportional hazards model assumes that the relative
effect of covariates remains constant over time, an assumption that may not hold in
the context of counterurban migration since the impact of certain variables, such as
socioeconomic ones, household composition or destination type on the likelihood of
staying may vary at different stages of the post-migration period. For instance, the
importance of social integration or job stability may increase over time, while initial
adjustment stress may diminish, leading to non-proportional effects. As discussed
in the literature review section, the process of adjusting to a new location involves
stages of adaptation. Early in the adaptation process, individuals may face barriers
that increase the likelihood of returning (e.g., lack of local social networks, low job
satisfaction). However, as time passes, the likelihood of returning may decrease due
to increased place attachment, social ties and economic integration.

Empirical evidence on non-proportional hazards in migration studies has been
documented in several key studies. A study by Fischer and Malmberg (2001) found
that migration rates often exhibit non-proportional hazards because the effect of
individual and regional characteristics on migration decisions is not constant over
time. In their analysis, they observed that the hazard of leaving a region (for both
out-migrants and return migrants) varied significantly based on the duration of stay
in the new location, and the effects of socio-demographic characteristics (such as
age, income and employment status) were not proportional across time. Bernard
and Perales (2024) applied hazard models to explore how family migration history
affects mobility patterns, demonstrating that the impact of family structure on mo-
bility decisions can change at different points in time. This suggests that migration
decisions are dynamic and evolve as individuals experience different stages of set-
tlement. Moreover, a study by Kok et al. (2014) found that internal migration in the
Netherlands exhibited limited deviations from the proportional hazard assumption
for variables regarding certain migration events.

In this study, the proportional hazards assumption is explicitly relaxed by em-
ploying an Accelerated Failure Time (AFT) model with a log-logistic distribution,
which provides more flexibility in modeling hazard rates that may change shape or
direction over time (Eq. 1). Plus, empirical checks of proportionality via Schoenfeld
residuals and log-log plots suggested potential violations of the proportional haz-
ards assumption, which further justifies the choice of an AFT framework. The log-
logistic distribution is particularly useful, as it can accommodate rising and falling
hazard functions, reflecting real-world patterns where the risk of leaving may peak
at a certain period and decline thereafter. Additionally, AFT models are not confined
to an arbitrarily selected time period but instead capture the overall relational trend
of staying behavior, giving a more comprehensive understanding of the duration
of stay throughout the entire post-migration process. This feature is advantageous
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because it considers the dynamic nature of staying, rather than being restricted to
a fixed observation window. The AFT model offers advantages in computational
tractability and interpretability, especially when examining how covariates affect the
time until exit from the new municipality. Unlike the discrete act of moving, staying
is a dynamic process, reaffirmed with each passing day. The model captures this
continuity and estimates how both individual and regional characteristics shape the
survival time following counterurban migration. To put formally:

log .Ti / D
pX

jD1

ˇj Xij C
qX

kD1

ıkZik C ��i (1)

where the dependent variable is the log of survival time proxied by staying du-
ration and independent variables are log-linearized covariates regarding individual
characteristics Xij and regional characteristics Zik. Therefore, the true impact of co-
efficients β and δ in exponential form gives survival impact ratio (SIR) (Eq. 2),
of which the baseline value is equal to 1, following a positive sign of coefficient
meaning positive impact on survival time vice versa:

SIR D eˇj ;ık (2)

Next to the error term ϵi, σ represents the scale parameter of the log-logistic
distribution in an AFT model, controlling the dispersion of the error term. In sur-
vival analysis, the variance of the error term plays a crucial role in modeling how
individual heterogeneity affects survival time, in this study duration of staying.

The hazard function h(t) (Eq. 3) comes from the ratio between log-logistic proba-
bility density function f(t) and survival function S(t) derived by one minus cumulative
distribution function F(t) where λ is the exponential transformation of the covariates
and γ is the shape parameter indicating the pattern of the hazard function:

f .t/ D �
�

� . t
� /

��1

h
1C. t

� /
�
i2

S .t/ D 1 � F .t/

F .t/ D
tR

0

f .t/ dt

S .t/ D 1
1C.t=�/�

h .t/ D f .t/
S.t/

h .t/ D �
�

� . t
� /

��1

1C. t
� /

�

(3)

which follows γ< 1 indicates decreasing hazard, γ> 1 increasing hazard and γ= 1 is
constant hazard over time regarding first order condition of the function. Consid-
ering the impact of getting accustomed via building regional ties, adaption, niche
construction and place attachment as discussed above, hazard function is expected
to follow a downward pattern (as indicated in Table 4 in terms of γ).

The independent variables regarding socioeconomic characteristics are proxied
by their status at the end of the year in which the counterurban move occurred.
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Given the study’s focus on metropolitan heritage and staying behaviour, these vari-
ables are intended to reflect the human capital and labour-market experience that
migrants carry with them from metropolitan areas into their new environments. This
timing is intentional, as it allows for a more stable and representative snapshot of
a person’s post-migration status, avoiding temporary disruptions typically associated
with the moving process itself while still reflecting their pre-existing metropolitan
background. In doing so, the aim is to assess how this inherited metropolitan capital
influences retention outcomes across different types of non-metropolitan regions.

Income is categorized into four real income quartiles, using 2005 as the base year
(CPI indexed to 100). The second quartile serves as the reference group, as this group
is considered less likely to be skewed by students or unemployed individuals whose
incomes are more volatile or artificially low. Employment type is grouped into four
categories; wage-employed, self-employed, student and unemployed. Educational
attainment is captured through a binary variable indicating whether the individual
has completed at least three years of higher education beyond gymnasium, serving
as a proxy for higher education attainment. Therefore, significant positive coeffi-
cients for these covariates in the survival models would suggest a longer duration
of stay, interpreted as a more stable individual-region match. This aligns with the
idea that selection into staying is a bilateral process, shaped both by the attributes
of newcomers and by how regional characteristics support or hinder their long-term
integration.

Regarding individual demographic characteristics, one key variable is a dummy
for being a return migrant, proxied by whether the individual lived in the destination
municipality at the age of 17. This measure captures the influence of prior regional
ties, as familiarity with a place and established local networks have been shown to
positively affect staying decisions, as discussed earlier. To account for the role of age
in mobility, especially since younger individuals are generally more mobile (Bernard
and Kolk 2020), age is grouped into three categories: 20–30 (young adults), 30–55
(mid-age working adults), and 55+ (older adults). The 30–55 age group is used as
the reference category, as it represents slightly more than half of the sample and
captures individuals typically settled in both career and family life stages. Given that
family circumstances can be a strong anchor to place, particularly due to a partner’s
employment or the presence of children (Bjarnason and Haartsen 2024; Haartsen
and Stockdale 2018), two additional dummy variables are included; one for being
married and one for having at least one dependent child. Both are treated as time-
stable variables over the observed ten-year period, meaning that individuals must
remain married or have dependent children continuously from t1 to t10 without
disruption to be coded as such. This strict definition ensures that the effects measured
truly reflect consistent family circumstances throughout the stay.

Regarding regional characteristics, two categorical variables were created which
are; migration distance in kms proxied by Euclidian distance between municipal
centroids and destination type as explained in the data section and the Table 1 below.
Since mid-size towns are the ones with more similar characteristics as larger cities
in both labour-market and lifestyle terms and also because of representing above
40% of total counterurban migration they are selected as the reference category.
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Table 1 Overview of variables

Dependent variable

ln T log of staying duration

Independent variables

Individual characteristics

Income
quartiles

Four real income quartiles (CPI2005= 100)

Type of
employment

Employment status in the end of migration year t1 as; waged-employed, self-employed,
student, unemployed, not in the labour-force

High educa-
tion

Having completed at least three years after gymnasium

Return
migrant

Having lived in the migration destination at the age of 17

Age group Three age groups as; 20–30 (young working age individuals), 30–55 (middle-aged indi-
viduals of working age), 55+ (elderly population)

Married Being married during migration and staying period

Dependent
child

Having at least one dependent child during migration and staying period

Regional characteristics

Destination
type

Type of region according to Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions
clustered in four groups as; mid-sized town, commuting municipality, small-town and
rural municipalities

Migration
distance

Four groups of migration distance from metropolitan origin in kilometres as; <100 (up
to one hundred kilometres), <200 (from one up to two hundred kilometres), <400 (from
two up to four hundred kilometres), 400+ (more than four hundred kilometres)

4 Results

Regarding the first research question of this study i.e., “How are counterurban mi-
grants and stayers represented across Swedish regions?”, three maps were created
in Fig. 1. The first map illustrates the representation of counterurban migrants as
a share of each municipality’s population. A common pattern emerges; municipali-
ties with higher concentrations of migrants are typically located near metropolitan
areas. For example, all three major metropolitan regions, Stockholm, Gothenburg,
and Malmö, are surrounded by commuting zones that show relatively high pro-
portions of counterurban migrants. In contrast, northern regions such as Lapland
and Norrbotten, despite their large geographic area and low population density, as
well as smaller regions like Värmland in the mid-west, appear to have attracted
fewer migrants. These findings suggest that counterurban migrants often prefer to
maintain access to metropolitan labour-markets and urban amenities while enjoying
the benefits of a less urban residential environment. Plus, considering the fact that,
individuals relocated around their previous metropolitan areas are more likely to
keep their previous job, a key takeaway from the spatial distribution of counterur-
ban migrants is that proximity to metropolitan areas is a primary condition of such
migration patterns.

The second map displays the proportion of stayers among migrants. While similar
clustering is observed around metropolitan commuting zones, new patterns also
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emerge. Notably, northern Lapland and Västerbotten, both situated in the far north
of Sweden, show higher stayer rates compared to other sparsely populated areas.
In addition, a geographic band stretching from Dalarna in central Sweden, through
southern Hälsingland, to Gästrikland in the east-central part of the country appears to
function as a migration “buffer zone” showing both migrant presence and a moderate
rate of staying, potentially balancing remoteness with accessibility.

The third map displays the share of return migrants, individuals who lived in the
destination municipality at age 17, within the total migrant group. Here, a reverse
pattern is observed; municipalities near metropolitan regions tend to have a lower
proportion of return migrants. This may reflect the high influx of non-return new-
comers in these areas or suggest that return migrants are more evenly dispersed
across the country. A key point is, unlike counterurban migrants in general, return
migrants may be motivated more by emotional ties and personal history than by
proximity to metropolitan centres, implying deeper pre-existing place attachment.

These patterns support the idea that while many counterurban migrants do not
wish to sever ties completely with metropolitan life, some regions, especially those
offering community, identity or quality of life advantages, may foster stronger place
attachment over time. This is in line with theories of niche construction, whereby
migrants gradually reshape and integrate into their local environments, enhancing
their likelihood of staying. In this context, staying becomes not just a residential
choice but a relational and adaptive process, shaped by mutual co-adaptation between
newcomers and their regions.

Table 2 summarizes the representation of all counterurban migrants and stayers
across different regional types with respect to their income and employment status,
both at the end of counterurban migration year and at the end of a ten-year obser-
vation period. The table captures not only initial socioeconomic differences across
regions but also changes over time that reflect potential adaptation and integration
into regional labour-markets. Although lifestyle motivations such as seeking a more

Table 2 Representation of counterurban migrants & stayers in regional labour-markets

Mid-sized
town

Commuting munici-
pality

Small town Rural

Counterurban move (N=
146,055)

59,820 (41%) 33,455 (23%) 29,001
(20%)

23,779
(16%)

Stayers (N= 56,715) (39%) 20,517 (36%) 14,737 (26%) 12,228
(22%)

9233 (16%)

Median income at t1 (100
SEK)

1066 1744 1412 1348

Median income at t10 (100
SEK)

3213 2876 3008 2734

Employment type (indicated)

Waged-employed 35,551 (68%) 21,557 (78%) 18,233
(73%)

13,999
(71%)

Self-employed 1116 (2%) 1340 (5%) 868 (3%) 938 (5%)

Student 8841 (17%) 1702 (6%) 2627 (11%) 1670 (8%)

Unemployed 6604 (13%) 3143 (11%) 3115 (13%) 3138 (%)
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environmentally friendly way of living (Neyse and Lundholm 2024), better housing
or stronger community ties may have driven many individuals to leave metropolitan
areas, the data also point to tangible labour-market improvements over time, partic-
ularly in mid-size towns. This suggests that, for many migrants, the move was not
merely a retreat from the city but also a strategic relocation with long-term economic
benefits. Mid-size towns emerged as the most common destination, accounting for
41% of counterurban migrants, followed by decreasing shares in commuting mu-
nicipalities, small towns, and rural areas. However, the distribution of stayers tells
a slightly different story; although mid-size towns still retain a substantial share,
commuting municipalities and small towns collectively show slightly higher stay-
ing rates, indicating relatively better retention in these settings. This could reflect
more sustainable individual-region matching, where both lifestyle and labour-market
needs are met.

Interestingly, commuting municipalities report the highest median income at the
time of migration, supporting the idea that labour-market detachment was gradual
rather than abrupt, allowing a smoother adaptation phase. Meanwhile, in mid-size
towns, although migrants started with relatively lower income levels, they showed
significant income growth over the 10-year period, reinforcing the interpretation that
such regions offered viable pathways for economic advancement, possibly through
new employment opportunities or re-skilling. In contrast, rural municipalities lag in
post-migration income growth, suggesting continued challenges in providing stable
employment or career progression. Still, the fact that a share of stayers remained for
the full duration implies that non-economic factors, such as family ties or lifestyle
satisfaction, may compensate for limited labour-market rewards.

In terms of employment status at the time of migration, waged-employed indi-
viduals dominate across all regions, especially in metropolitan commuting zones
in which they make up to 80% of the migrants, aligning with expectations that
employed individuals are more likely to relocate for lifestyle improvements while
maintaining job stability. The self-employed form a small but steady group following
around 5%, while students and unemployed individuals show more regional varia-
tion. For example, students represent 17% in mid-size towns, reflecting the presence
of major university cities like Uppsala and Umeå. Notably, although students and
unemployed individuals might have started out with weaker ties to local labour mar-
kets, many appear to have adapted over time, transitioning into employment and
contributing economically to their host regions. This trajectory underscores the dy-
namic nature of regional integration, where initial socioeconomic disadvantages do
not preclude long-term settlement and contribution.

In summary, these findings reveal that although lifestyle preferences likely mo-
tivated much of the initial counterurban migration, over time, economic integration
seems to have played a key role in long-term staying decisions. The varied capac-
ity of different regional types to facilitate this integration highlights the importance
of considering both personal and structural factors in understanding post-migration
trajectories.

Table 3 presents the staying behaviours of various sub-groups. While the overall
staying rate is approximately 40%, this figure varies considerably across sub-groups,
reflecting the role of individual characteristics in long-term settlement decisions.
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Table 3 Staying decisions between different sub-groups

Individual charactersitics Population at t Decided to stay Decided to leave

Employment type

Waged-employed 72% 46% 54%

Self-employed 3% 53% 47%

Student 12% 14% 86%

Unenmployed 13% 30% 70%

High education 27% 49% 51%

Top 25% income at t 25% 58% 42%

Return migrant 23% 43% 57%

Median age 36 41 34

Married 51% 47% 53%

With dependent Child 31% 64% 36%

Metropolitan background

Stockholm 49% 40% 60%

Gothenburg 30% 38% 62%

Malmö 21% 36% 64%

Among employment categories, the waged-employed show a staying rate just under
50%, while the self-employed are the only group exceeding the 50% threshold,
suggesting that greater autonomy in employment may support long-term regional
attachment, possibly due to stronger place-specific investments such as business
ties. In contrast, students and unemployed individuals exhibit high mobility, with
only 14% and 30% staying rates, respectively. These figures point to the temporary
nature of their initial migration or challenges in integrating into local labour markets.
Socioeconomic status at the time of migration also plays a strong role. Individuals in
the top income quartile demonstrate the highest staying rate, around 60%, indicating
that financial stability may facilitate better integration or satisfaction with the move.
Highly educated individuals, though showing slightly lower but consistent staying
rates, further contribute to the influx of human capital into non-metropolitan areas,
potentially helping to reverse local decline and stimulate regional renewal. This may
also raise questions around gentrification effects in these areas, especially where
high-status migrants cluster.

Among return migrants, 43% stayed, a figure slightly above the general average.
This supports existing research on place attachment and the role of early-life con-
nections in shaping long-term migration decisions (Sandow and Lundholm 2023;
Niedomysl and Amcoff 2011). The tendency of returnees to remain in their home
regions reflects the enduring influence of social and emotional bonds formed during
childhood (Mulder et al. 2020). Family situation also matters. While being partnered
alone does not significantly affect staying, having dependent children increases the
likelihood of staying by roughly 15 percentage points. This finding underscores
the stabilizing role of family commitments, particularly in relation to social net-
works and the desire for continuity (Haartsen and Stockdale 2018). Finally, as for
age, younger individuals (20–30) are predictably more mobile, consistent with prior
studies highlighting life-cycle effects on migration (Bernard and Kolk 2020). When
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analysed by metropolitan background, newcomers are represented in descending
order from Stockholm to Malmö. However, interestingly, staying decisions appear
largely unaffected by metropolitan origin, suggesting that factors beyond city of
origin, such as socioeconomic and family status, play a more central role in shaping
long-term settlement.

In summary, the staying patterns observed in Table 3 offer important insights into
how individual and regional characteristics influence long-term settlement, partially
addressing the second research question; “How do regional-individual demographic
and labour-market characteristics impact staying behaviours?”. Higher socioeco-
nomic status is strongly associated with staying, suggesting that individuals with
greater resources and autonomy are better positioned to establish a lasting fit with
their new environment. This supports the idea of niche construction, where migrants
actively shape and adapt to their surroundings over time. Conversely, students and
unemployed individuals show significantly lower staying rates, but over time, some
may integrate into local labour markets and gradually contribute to regional de-
velopment. Family-related factors, particularly having dependent children, are also
positively linked to staying, highlighting how life-course circumstances reinforce
place attachment, emotional and functional bonds to the new community. Return
migrants, who likely possess prior emotional ties and localized knowledge, also
show elevated staying rates, albeit modestly. Interestingly, the metropolitan back-
ground of migrants appears to have little bearing on staying behaviour, suggesting
that localized experiences post-move, rather than prior urban affiliation, play a larger
role in shaping settlement outcomes. Altogether, these findings reinforce the view
that staying is not a static decision, but a dynamic process involving mutual adapta-
tion between migrants and their new environments.

Figure 2a presents the non-parametric survival curves of counterurban migrants
across four types of destination regions, where regional characteristics are the only
indicator considered. In line with the second map of Fig. 1, commuting municipal-
ities exhibit the highest survival rates throughout the ten year period, suggesting
that transition areas closer to mid-sized or smaller towns facilitates a smoother tran-
sition than remote rural. Migrants in these areas may retain access to relatively
dynamic labour markets or sustain urban-based lifestyles, effectively allowing them
to downshift without fully severing ties to metropolitan city life. This proximity
likely enables a gradual transition, both professionally and socially. By contrast, ru-
ral areas initially demonstrate the lowest survival rates in the first three years. Since
rural regions often differ most starkly from metropolitan areas in both labour-market
structures and lifestyle characteristics, this early out-migration can be seen as a re-
flection of adaptation challenges. The lack of compatible employment opportunities,
social amenities or familiar cultural environments likely makes it more difficult for
some migrants to establish long-term attachment in rural settings. Mid-size towns
begin to show the highest rates of out-migration after the fourth year. This may be
attributed to the departure of students’ post-graduation and discouraged unemployed
individuals unable to integrate into the local labour-market. Overall, survival rates
range from around 50% in commuting municipalities to approximately 35% in mid-
size towns, highlighting the role of regional context in shaping long-term settlement.
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Fig. 2 a Kaplan-Meier survival
estimates for different geograph-
ical categories; b Kaplan-Meier
survival estimates according to
occupational status; c Kaplan-
Meier survival estimates accord-
ing to socioeconomic status (top
10% income & high education
proxied by finishing at least three
years of higher education after
gymnasium)

a

b

c
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Figure 2b shows survival rates by type of employment. Self-employed individu-
als demonstrate the highest staying rates, surpassing the 50% mark. This supports
prior findings (e.g., Martynovich 2017) that entrepreneurial experience in metropoli-
tan regions can facilitate successful niche construction in non-metropolitan areas.
These individuals may introduce new knowledge, business practices, and consumer
expectations, contributing to the regeneration of lagging regions. Waged-employed
individuals also show relatively high survival rates, just under 50%, reinforcing the
value of prior metropolitan labour-market experience for regional integration. By
contrast, unemployed individuals have a staying rate only slightly above 25%, and
students have the lowest survival rate at just 15%. This may reflect the persistent
mismatch between the qualifications and career aspirations of young, highly edu-
cated individuals and the opportunities available in smaller regional labour markets,
an issue well-documented in the European context (Delaney et al. 2020; Ramos and
Sanromá 2013).

Figure 2c examines survival rates across four different socioeconomic profiles;
low education-low income, low education-high income, high education-low income
and high education-high income. A clear and consistent pattern emerges; higher
socioeconomic status is strongly associated with higher staying rates. The low edu-
cation-low income group shows the lowest survival under 30% paralleling the out-
comes of students and unemployed individuals. However, even individuals with
lower income but higher educational attainment show survival rates nearing 50%.
The combination of high education and high income yields the highest staying
rate, approaching 65%. These findings suggest that human capital, in terms of both
qualifications and economic resources, plays a critical role in enabling migrants
to adapt, build attachment and contribute to the sustainability of non-metropolitan
communities.

Across all three survival curves, a general pattern of decreasing hazard rates is
evident over time. This means that the likelihood of leaving the destination region
is highest shortly after the counterurban move and gradually diminishes with each
passing year. As the hazard decreases, the remaining population represents those
who may have developed stronger ties to the region, found adequate employment,
or constructed new social and professional niches. These patterns underscore the
dynamic nature of staying; it is not only a function of individual background but
also of how quickly and effectively migrants adapt to and embed themselves within
new regional contexts.

In relation to the second question of the study; “How do regional-individual
demographic and labour-market characteristics impact staying behaviours?”, final
and overarching results of this study comes from the accelerated failure time (AFT)
model with log-logistic distribution displayed in Table 4. The analyses cover five
models; one nested model including all regional contexts and four stratified by
destination type. In total, 137,213 individuals were included in the regressions.
A minor number of cases were excluded due to missing data. A significant fact in line
with previous statistical results is higher income levels are strongly associated with
higher staying duration. This is especially the case for commuting municipalities as
the coefficient 0.692 yields e0.692� 2 meaning being in the highest income quartile
at the year of counterurban move prolongs the duration of stay by at least a factor

K



S. Neyse

Ta
bl
e
4

L
og
-l
og
is
tic

A
cc
el
er
at
ed

Fa
ilu

re
T
im

e
(A

FT
)
m
od
el
re
su
lts

an
d
di
ag
no
st
ic
s

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

In
de
pe
nd
en
t
va
ri
ab
le
s

N
es
te
d
m
od
el

M
id
-s
iz
ed

to
w
n

C
om

m
ut
in
g
M
un
ic
ip
al
ity

Sm
al
lt
ow

n
R
ur
al

In
co
m
e
qu
ar
til
es

0–
25
%

0.
06
8
**
*
(0
.0
14
)

0.
03
9
**

(0
.0
19
)

0.
08
2
**

(0
.0
36
)

0.
04
5
(0
.0
34
)

0.
19
2
**
*
(0
.0
36
)

25
–5
0%

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

50
–7
5%

0.
30
7
**
*
(0
.0
12
)

0.
30
3
**
*
(0
.0
17
)

0.
29
6
**
*
(0
.0
28
)

0.
35
1
**
*
(0
.0
27
)

0.
24
3
**
*
(0
.0
29
)

75
–1
00
%

0.
65
2
**
*
(0
.0
13
)

0.
64
3
**
*
(0
.0
19
)

0.
69
2
**
*
(0
.0
29
)

0.
61
9
**
*
(0
.0
30
)

0.
57
1
**
*
(0
.0
33
)

Ty
pe

of
em

pl
oy
m
en
t

W
ag
ed
-e
m
pl
oy
ed

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

Se
lf
-e
m
pl
oy
ed

0.
23
1
**
*
(0
.0
25
)

0.
09
8
**

(0
.0
42
)

0.
24
8
**
*
(0
.0
43
)

0.
29
7
**
*
(0
.0
58
)

0.
22
0
**
*
(0
.0
56
)

St
ud
en
t

0.
23
8
**
*
(0
.0
16
)

0.
14
8
**
*
(0
.0
21
)

0.
33
7
**
*
(0
.0
59
)

0.
26
2
**
*
(0
.0
40
)

0.
45
9
**
*
(0
.0
46
)

U
ne
m
pl
oy
ed

0.
02
9
**

(0
.0
13
)

0.
00
6
(0
.0
19
)

0.
05
2
(0
.0
35
)

0.
05
0
(0
.0
34
)

0.
07
7
**

(0
.0
35
)

N
/A

(o
ut

of
la
bo
ur

fo
rc
e)

0.
00
7
(0
.0
18
)

0.
00
5
(0
.0
26
)

0.
02
6
(0
.0
42
)

0.
00
7
(0
.0
43
)

0.
10
3
**

(0
.0
44
)

H
ig
h
ed
uc
at
io
n

0.
02
2
**

(0
.0
10
)

0.
08
6
**
*
(0
.0
14
)

0.
00
4
(0
.0
22
)

0.
01
9
(0
.0
22
)

0.
08
2
**
*
(0
.0
24
)

R
et
ur
n
m
ig
ra
nt

0.
29
3
**
*
(0
.0
10
)

0.
43
6
**
*
(0
.0
15
)

0.
08
0
**
*
(0
.0
23
)

0.
39
3
**
*
(0
.0
21
)

0.
20
0
**
*
(0
.0
23
)

A
ge

gr
ou
p

20
–3
0

0.
09
4
**
*
(0
.0
10
)

0.
03
2
**

(0
.0
14
)

0.
27
3
**
*
(0
.0
27
)

0.
15
9
**
*
(0
.0
25
)

0.
22
8
**
*
(0
.0
29
)

30
–5
5

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

55
+

0.
97
1
**
*
(0
.0
15
)

0.
26
0
**
*
(0
.0
28
)

0.
32
8
**
*
(0
.0
28
)

0.
37
2
**
*
(0
.0
35
)

0.
51
3
**
*
(0
.0
32
)

K



Counterurban Stayers of Sweden: A Survival Analysis

Ta
bl
e
4

(C
on
tin

ue
d)

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

(4
)

(5
)

In
de
pe
nd
en
t
va
ri
ab
le
s

N
es
te
d
m
od
el

M
id
-s
iz
ed

to
w
n

C
om

m
ut
in
g
M
un
ic
ip
al
ity

Sm
al
lt
ow

n
R
ur
al

M
ar
ri
ed

0.
29
2
**
*
(0
.0
08
)

0.
18
7
**
*
(0
.0
11
)

0.
45
4
**
*
(0
.0
18
)

0.
36
0
**
*
(0
.0
19
)

0.
29
0
**
*
(0
.0
20
)

D
ep
en
de
nt

ch
ild

0.
82
6
**
*
(0
.0
10
)

0.
81
6
**
*
(0
.0
16
)

0.
65
6
**
*
(0
.0
21
)

0.
89
5
**
*
(0
.0
23
)

0.
89
3
**
*
(0
.0
24
)

M
ig
ra
tio

n
di
st
an
ce

(k
m
)

<
10
0

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

R
ef
er
en
ce

<
20
0

0.
06
5
**
*
(0
.0
11
)

0.
00
1
(0
.0
14
)

0.
20
2
**
*
(0
.0
25
)

0.
05
4
*
(0
.0
29
)

0.
01
1
(0
.0
36
)

<
40
0

0.
13
6
**
*
(0
.0
11
)

0.
11
3
**
*
(0
.0
15
)

0.
26
4
**
*
(0
.0
25
)

0.
07
1
**
*
(0
.0
27
)

0.
05
7
**

(0
.0
25
)

40
0+

0.
13
2
**
*
(0
.0
11
)

0.
06
8
**
*
(0
.0
15
)

0.
25
7
**
*
(0
.0
29
)

0.
11
2
**
*
(0
.0
30
)

0.
11
0
**
*
(0
.0
25
)

D
es
tin

at
io
n
ty
pe

M
id
-s
iz
e
to
w
n

R
ef
er
en
ce

C
om

m
ut
in
g
m
un
ic
ip
al
ity

0.
12
9
**
*
(0
.0
11
)

Sm
al
lt
ow

n
0.
01
8
*
(0
.0
11
)

R
ur
al

0.
21
2
**
*
(0
.0
11
)

C
on
st
an
t

1.
16
3
**
*
(0
.0
13
)

1.
08
2
**
*
(0
.0
17
)

1.
18
8
**
*
(0
.0
29
)

1.
07
3
**
*
(0
.0
34
)

0.
99
7
**
*
(0
.0
07
)

γ
0.
75
9
(0
.0
03
)

0.
69
4
(0
.0
03
)

0.
82
9
(0
.0
05
)

0.
79
4
(0
.0
05
)

0.
78
5
(0
.0
06
)

N
13
7,
21
3

56
,7
51

30
,9
30

27
,4
31

22
,1
01

N
um

be
r
of

fa
ilu

re
s

82
,8
78

(6
0%

)
37
,0
92

(6
5%

)
16
,9
07

(5
5%

)
15
,6
48

(5
7%

)
13
,2
31

(6
0%

)

L
og

lik
el
ih
oo
d

–1
80
,2
54

–7
4,
69
7

–3
9,
83
8

–3
5,
49
2

–2
9,
39
2

L
ik
el
ih
oo
d
ra
tio

27
,2
78

10
,6
65

58
32

59
35

48
34

*
de
no
te
s
fo
r
p
<
0.
10
,*

*
de
no
te
s
fo
r
p
<
0.
05

an
d
**
*
de
no
te
s
fo
r
p
<
0.
01
.S

ta
nd
ar
d
er
ro
rs

ar
e
sh
ow

n
in

pa
ra
nt
he
se
s.
p
>
χ2

=
0.
00
0
in
di
ca
te
s
th
at

th
e
m
od
el

is
jo
in
tly

si
gn
ifi
ca
nt

K



S. Neyse

of two. The impact remains positive, though attenuated, as we descend the urban
hierarchy, suggesting that income advantages are particularly stabilizing in more
economically dynamic regions.

Employment type at the end of counterurban move year plays a distinct role in
staying patterns. Compared to waged-employed individuals, self-employed migrants
show slightly longer staying durations with this effect being stronger in smaller
towns and rural areas. This aligns with prior findings (e.g., Martynovich 2017),
emphasizing the role of entrepreneurial activity in regional renewal and niche con-
struction. Self-employed individuals might have brought innovative practices and
stimulate local economies, facilitating their own integration. Conversely, students
and the unemployed exhibit markedly shorter durations of stay. This reinforces the
interpretation that students, after graduation, tend to return to metropolitan areas to
start their careers, and that the unemployed may struggle to integrate into smaller,
less diversified labour-markets. However, when other covariates are controlled for,
the negative impact of unemployment becomes less pronounced, possibly due to its
overlap with low income.

When we check for education level, having completed higher education does
not seem to have a strong impact on staying behaviour but only slightly in higher
urban hierarchy i.e., mid-size towns, with a coefficient value of e0.086� 1.09 indi-
cating 9% of longer duration. Being insignificant for commuting municipalities and
small towns, rural areas are the ones losing highly educated migrants more quickly.
In the light of discussions that the role of higher human capital being a potential
remedy for shrinking regional labour-markets, this seems to be confined mostly to
growing mid-size towns as escalator regions (Fielding 1992; Gordon et al. 2015).
Nevertheless, confining human capital solely to years of formal education has been
academically criticized as insufficient since Becker (1964) since different ways of
knowledge and skill diffusion such as face-to-face contact and learning by do-
ing are also significant components of human capital (Storper and Venables 2004;
McCann and Simonen 2005). In short, socioeconomic characteristics, particularly
income, employment type and education, are key predictors of staying behaviour
among counterurban migrants. Among other socioeconomic characteristics, findings
suggest, formal education contributes to staying only when matched by regional op-
portunities, highlighting the importance of context for retaining human capital.

When we look at the other demographic individual characteristics, being a return
migrant is significantly associated with longer staying especially in mid-size towns.
A possible explanation might be the role of place attachment or regional and social
acquaintance as discussed before. Although being significant in all types of regions,
its explanatory power fades away as we go down the urban hierarchy. Then the
coefficients for age groups show, as an expected confirmation of previous literature
(e.g., Lundholm 2007; Kulu et al. 2018), younger individuals represented in age
group 20–30 are more mobile especially in smaller regions while elderly house-
holds follow a strictly inverse pattern yielding higher duration of stay in smaller
regions. Considering family characteristics, significantly positive impact of domes-
ticity proxied by marital status and dependent children reinforces the place attach-
ment hypothesis from family perspective. According to this, having at least one
dependent child throughout staying has the most significant impact on the duration
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of stay with a survival impact ratio of e0.826� 2.3 indicating staying for more than
twice than the households without a dependent child. The impact is the highest in
smaller regions such as small towns and rural areas which might be due to willing-
ness of parents to raise their children in environmental settings with better access to
natural amenities as prior studies suggest (Stockdale and Haartsen 2018; Neyse and
Lundholm 2024).

Regarding regional impacts, the number of migrants are following a decreasing
pattern down along the urban hierarchy as also stated in the preliminary statistics
in Table 2. Although not having striking differences, staying is mostly associated
with commuting municipalities with 45% and lowest in mid-sized towns with 35%,
however, when other covariates are controlled in the nested model, coefficients
indicate lower staying duration for smaller places. The findings from the distance
variable also confirms the fact that, higher migration distances from metropolitan
regions are associated with staying less especially for a migration distance further
than 200 kms. This likely reflects both labour-market disconnection and reduced
access to urban-based social and economic networks.

Finally, as the proxy of spatio-temporal dynamics, γ values across all AFT mod-
els, ranging between 0.694 and 0.829, indicate a decreasing hazard rate over time.
In practical terms, this means that the likelihood of leaving decreases the longer
a migrant stays in the destination municipality. Initial years are the most critical
for potential return or onward migration, particularly for vulnerable subgroups like
students and the unemployed. However, for those who remain beyond this early
adjustment phase, the chances of further mobility drop significantly. This pattern
reinforces the role of adaptation, niche construction and embeddedness over time,
particularly among higher-income families, return migrants and the self-employed.

5 Conclusion

The challenges of retaining human capital in non-metropolitan areas remain a per-
sistent concern. Sweden continues to urbanise, and approximately 41% of the pop-
ulation resides in the three largest metropolitan regions — Stockholm, Gothenburg,
and Malmö (SCB 2024). In this context, counterurban migration may provide some
demographic relief for non-metropolitan areas, although current flows are insuffi-
cient to reverse national urban concentration. Retention becomes central here: long
durations of residence may indicate successful integration, provide continuity for
labour-markets and communities, and potentially support regional development. At
the same time, individuals may benefit from access to amenities such as space,
nature and family-oriented environments. Whether these processes yield mutual ad-
vantages for both migrants and places cannot be verified with the present data, but
the findings highlight staying as an important behavioural outcome with potential
implications for both individual welfare and local capacity.

The results of this study contribute to a more nuanced understanding of coun-
terurban migration by challenging the common binary between urban and rural
mobility. Many counterurban movers in Sweden do not relocate deep into remote
rural areas but instead settle in areas within commuting range of metropolitan re-
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gions — a pattern consistent with recent evidence (Sandow and Lundholm 2023).
This reflects Mitchell’s (2004) notion of ex-urbanisation, where migrants maintain
economic, social and cultural ties to the city while residing outside it. Rather than
rejecting urban life, ex-urban migrants reproduce selected urban practices and pref-
erences in non-metropolitan settings, creating hybrid spaces shaped by both rural
and urban characteristics. These dynamics resonate with uneven development frame-
works (Smith 1984; Harvey 1985), suggesting that counterurbanisation should not
be viewed as a rupture but as a reconfiguration within the broader urban system
resonating a dialectical understanding of urban hierarchy; a process where urban
and rural elements co-exist, interpenetrate, and evolve into hybrid forms. These
dynamics manifest in peri-urban zones, where the transformation of quantity into
quality, through incremental demographic flows, reshapes the social and spatial fab-
ric. Similarly, the negation of negation is evident; counterurban migration negates
urbanisation, which itself negated prior rural orders, but this movement does not
signal regression, instead, it produces a new synthesis of urban-rural life. Hybrid
spaces such as commuting municipalities and rural nodes with urban connectivity
thus emerge not as marginal but as central to contemporary spatial restructuring.
Moreover, the finding that long-term stayers are disproportionately higher-income
households and families with children further underscores the socially selective na-
ture of retention. While this may stabilise local population structures, it could also
reproduce privilege and spatial inequality if other groups remain more mobile or
less embedded. The present study cannot evaluate these consequences directly, but
the pattern invites future research into how selective staying shapes local economies,
housing dynamics and social cohesion. In this sense, staying emerges not only as an
outcome of attachment but also as a potential mechanism in the ongoing production
of hybrid rural-urban spaces.

In addressing the first research question; “How are counterurban migrants and
stayers represented across Swedish regions?”, the spatial analysis reveals that coun-
terurban migrants are disproportionately concentrated in municipalities surrounding
metropolitan areas. These commuting zones offer proximity to urban labour-markets
and amenities, suggesting that many migrants opt for a soft version of counterurban-
ization; gaining residential benefits of less urban settings without fully disconnecting
from metropolitan opportunities. Stayers, also cluster in these zones, reinforcing the
role of spatial proximity in both migration and retention patterns. Conversely, re-
turn migrants are less represented in these areas, possibly due to the high influx of
newcomers and the more dispersed settlement of those returning to their adolescent
homes.

For the second research question; “How do regional-individual demographic and
labour-market characteristics impact staying behaviours?”, the findings highlight
the strong role of socioeconomic characteristics in shaping duration of stay. Higher
socioeconomic status is consistently associated with longer staying durations, es-
pecially in commuting and mid-sized towns. Family-related factors such as hav-
ing dependent children further increase staying likelihood, particularly in smaller
towns and rural regions. This suggests that both economic and life-course dynamics
play a role in attachment to place. Moreover, return migrants and individuals with
metropolitan backgrounds who bring entrepreneurial or high-skilled capital can be
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particularly beneficial for regional labour-markets through processes such as niche
construction and local knowledge diffusion.

Considering all this, counterurban migration should therefore be seen not just as
a demographic pattern but as a potential contributor to spatial equity and regional
resilience. However, realizing this potential requires policies that move beyond short-
term population attraction strategies. Supportive infrastructures that promote labour-
market integration, family life and entrepreneurship, especially for those bringing
metropolitan experience, are essential to foster long-term settlement. Regions need
to actively shape their capacity to retain migrants by enabling place attachment and
economic opportunity. Retention depends not only on individual preferences but also
on how well regional systems foster place attachment and opportunities for growth.
For researchers, this highlights the value of longitudinal and comparative approaches
that examine how individuals and places co-evolve over time. Future studies could
also delve deeper into the diverse forms of adaptation and niche construction across
different regional settings, offering insights into how various local contexts shape
staying decisions. As urbanization persists, understanding how to turn counterurban
flows into lasting contributions will be essential for more balanced and sustainable
regional development.

6 Limitations

While this study provides quantitative evidence on long-term counterurban stay-
ing behaviour, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, although survival
models estimate the time until out-migration, they do not differentiate competing
risks, such as rural-to-rural moves versus returns to metropolitan areas. Movers are
treated as a single exit category, and future work could benefit from examining des-
tination types separately, as onward rural migration and return migration may reflect
different mechanisms.

Second, marriage and children are measured at baseline and held constant
throughout the observation period. This was an intentional decision to maintain
consistency across the ten-year follow-up window, as changes such as marrying or
having children during year t would influence the risk of leaving differently de-
pending on timing, complicating interpretation and comparability between cohorts.
Nevertheless, this approach means that the models cannot capture life-course transi-
tions occurring after the initial move, and results should therefore be interpreted as
associations based on characteristics at the point of migration rather than dynamic
causal processes.

Third, migration distance is based on Euclidean centroid-to-centroid measures,
which provide a consistent spatial metric but do not fully reflect actual accessibility,
travel time, transport infrastructure, or relational proximity through social networks
and telework. The measure should thus be interpreted as spatial separation rather
than experienced connectivity.

Fourth, the original nine SALAR municipal types were collapsed into four groups
to ensure analytical power and stable estimates. While necessary for model perfor-
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mance, this simplification may mask heterogeneity within categories, especially in
smaller labour-market contexts.

Finally, survival analysis observes behavioural outcomes rather than subjective
motivations. Place attachment and niche construction are therefore inferred indirectly
through staying duration and socio-demographic patterns rather than measured di-
rectly. Results should be read as indicative patterns rather than as evidence of causal
mechanisms.
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