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Abstract Despite the common acknowledgement that migration is a process, the vast

majority of empirical migration studies focus on actual moves without paying attention to

the stages preceding them. We use an analytical framework in which the migration process

is subdivided into a phase of decision-making, consisting of considering and planning the

move, and another phase of realizing it. We investigate which part both life-course events

and perceived opportunities play in each stage of the migration process for moves out of

the city among young adults aged 18–29 years. The data come from a representative

survey in two German cities (Magdeburg and Freiburg) and were gathered via a two-wave

design in 2006 and 2007. Results from a generalized ordered logistic regression analysis of

not considering, considering, or planning migration reveal that perceived opportunities and

life-course events are important predictors of considering and planning migration, whereas

beginning tertiary education and beginning a job are particularly important to entering the

planning stage. Results from a binomial logistic regression of moving versus staying show

that resources are particularly important for putting the decision in favor of migration into

action.

Keywords Migration � Residential mobility � Decision-making and behaviour �
Life-course � Early adulthood

1 Introduction

There is a considerable body of literature stating that migration is often linked to certain

events in the life course, for example enrolling in higher education, starting in a new job, or
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starting to live with a partner (Wagner 1989; Mulder 1993; Mulder and Hooimeijer 1999;

Clark and Huang 2003; Geist and McManus 2008). Furthermore, opportunity differentials

between the place of residence and a possible destination have been considered to play a

major part since the very beginning of migration research (e.g. Sjaastad 1962).

In migration research the idea is now common that migration is a process rather than

just an event (e.g. Brown and Moore 1970). Any kind of voluntary migration, whether it

means leaving a city, a region, or a country, starts with considering moving or having a

desire to move. This thinking about moving might or might not develop into a more

concrete intention or plan to move. A period follows in which the potential migrant

searches for housing or possibly for a job, and in which individual or external circum-

stances may facilitate or constrain the realization of the move. After a given period of time

we might or might not observe the act of moving.

Despite the common acknowledgement that migration is a process, the vast majority of

empirical migration studies focus on actual moves without paying attention to the pre-

ceding stages. This is understandable because the data needed to take the various stages

into account are scarce. But it is also unfortunate, because it implies that various ideas

about which factors play a part in which stage of the migration process have hardly been

tested empirically. Empirical studies that do pay attention to the process of migration are

mostly based on longitudinal investigations of wishes or intentions to move and subsequent

actual moving behavior (Rossi 1980; Duncan and Newman 1976; McHugh 1984; Landale

and Guest 1985; Sly and Wrigley 1985/86; Fuller et al. 1986; Gardner et al. 1985/86;

Simmons 1985/86; De Jong et al. 1986; Lu 1998; Kan 1999; Fang 2006; De Groot et al.

2007). These studies indeed find that several determinants play different parts in the

decision to move and the realization of this decision.

The aim of this paper is to provide more insight into what part both life-course events

and perceived opportunities play in each stage of the migration process. We apply an

analytical framework in which the migration process is observed in a more precise way

than in most previous work. We split the migration process into a phase of decision-

making, whereby we distinguish between considering and planning to move, and another

phase of realizing the move (cf. Kalter 1997). We address three research questions: (1)

in which stage of the migration process do life-course events exert their influence

on migration? (2) In which stage of the migration process are perceived opportunities

relevant? And (3) are perceived opportunities still influential if life-course events are

considered?

Our analysis focuses on migration out of two towns in Germany with different

opportunity structures, and on the phase of early adulthood. Many life-course events,

and therefore also a major share of migration processes, are concentrated in this

life-course phase. The data were derived from a survey in two middle-sized cities,

Magdeburg in Eastern Germany and Freiburg in Western Germany, and were gathered

via a two-wave design in 2006 and 2007. From this survey, we selected respondents

aged 18–29 years to represent the life-course phase of early adulthood. We refer to

migration as moving beyond the city boundary. In most cases, these are long-distance

moves; of those who left the city, 93.3% moved more than 50 km. Considering and

planning leaving the city was analyzed via generalized ordered logistic regression.

Realizing the migration decision was analyzed via a binomial logistic regression of

moving versus staying, while taking the earlier stages of migration decision-making into

account. Using the same predictors in each model, it is shown in which phase in the

migration process perceived opportunities and life-course events—among other predic-

tors—exert their influence.
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2 Theory, previous research, and hypotheses

2.1 Stages in the migration process

The work on residential mobility within cities and metropolitan areas was the first to focus

on the process of relocation decision-making and behavior (for an overview see Mulder

1996). Rossi (1980 [1955]) analyzed different stages of the relocation process, using data

for the metropolitan area of Philadelphia. He found that the desire to relocate was wide-

spread, and that ‘complaints’ about the dwelling and the housing environment explained a

great deal of this desire. Information about the intention to move was gathered by asking

the respondents whether they expected to live in the same dwelling for another 10 months.

One key finding for our research question was that the intention to move was only

influenced by the ‘complaints’ if people had a desire to move. Rossi concluded that the

desire to move is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for intending to move. As

expected, the intention to move was a good predictor of realizing it. These findings support

the conceptualization of a three-stage model of migration decision-making in which the

stages are the desire to move, the concrete intention, and the actual move.

A different conceptualization of intra-urban migration also distinguishes three stages. In

a first phase, stress at the place of residence leads to the decision to search for a new

dwelling; the second phase comprises a search process for housing and other opportunities

that lead to a decision either in favor of or against relocation; and the third phase is the

act of moving (Brown and Moore 1970). Still slightly differently, Speare et al. (1975)

distinguished a stage in which people develop a desire to move mostly due to dissatis-

faction, a stage in which they weigh the costs and benefits of various alternative locations

and decide whether or not to move, and a stage in which they actually move.

Empirical applications of three-stage models of migration are rare, most likely because

they would require a complicated research design, and data measuring three stages are

hardly available (exceptions are Speare et al. 1975; Kalter 1997). Yet there is modest but

growing number of empirical studies in which two stages are distinguished, usually by

means of a longitudinal investigation of intentions or expectations to move and

subsequent actual moving behavior (Speare 1974; Duncan and Newman 1976; McHugh

1984; Landale and Guest 1985; Sly and Wrigley 1985/86; Fuller et al. 1985/86; Gardner

et al. 1985/86; De Jong et al. 1985/86; Kalter 1997; Lu 1998; Kan 1999; Fang 2006;

De Groot et al. 2007).

The operationalization of residential mobility or migration decision-making often dif-

fers considerably across the studies (cf. Simmons 1985/86). Mobility intentions are mostly

measured either as expectations to move (e.g. Duncan and Newman 1976; McHugh 1984;

De Jong et al. 1985/86) or as mobility plans (Kalter 1997; Clark and Ledwith 2006;

Andersen 2008). Rarely were respondents asked about their thoughts or desires to relocate

(e.g. Speare 1974; Landale and Guest 1985; Kalter 1997). Furthermore, the time horizon

and the type of move differ considerably between the studies. There is evidence that

expectations about relocation are more reliable if they are reported with respect to a

relatively short period (e.g. 8 months; McHugh 1984) than with respect to the next couple

of years (Duncan and Newman 1976). Moreover, the type of move measured includes

mobility between neighborhoods in one metropolitan area (e.g. Rossi 1980; Landale and

Guest 1985), leaving the village in a rural setting for at least 1 or 2 weeks (Fuller et al.

1985/86; Sly and Wrigley 1985/86), and leaving the city (Kalter 1997). This makes a

comparison of the results difficult. Nevertheless, we shall summarize some central findings

that are relevant to our research question.
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The anticipation of such life-course events as the beginning of a new job or retirement

has been shown to influence mobility intentions (Kalter 1997; Kan 1999). Considering

relocation or having a desire to move was found to be strongly influenced by the satis-

faction with housing, neighborhood or community issues (Rossi 1980; Speare 1974;

Landale and Guest 1985) or the perception that opportunities might be better elsewhere

(Kalter 1997). Satisfaction with local conditions was also found to influence planning

relocation or having the intention to move, but only marginally (Rossi 1980; Fang 2006;

Lu 1998, 1999; Clark and Ledwith 2006).1

Realizing the move has been found to be at least moderately influenced by the intention

to relocate (Rossi 1980; McHugh 1984; Landale and Guest 1985; De Jong et al. 1985/86;

Fuller et al. 1985/86; Kan 1999). If this was not found to be the case, the reasons might lie

in a wide or not precisely verbalized time horizon (Duncan and Newman 1976; cf.

McHugh 1984) or in specific migration settings, such as short-time repeat migration (Sly

and Wrigley 1985/86). There are indications that life-course events influence the realiza-

tion of intentions to move in a different way than their association with the likelihood of

moving regardless of intentions would suggest: for those with an expectation to move, job

change appeared to have a negative effect on subsequent moving behavior (Kan 1999). In

these cases an unpredictable job offer apparently impeded the execution of mobility plans.

Interestingly, actual migration behavior was often found to be hardly influenced by the

satisfaction with local conditions or perceived opportunity differentials (Landale and Guest

1985; De Jong et al. 1985/86; Sly and Wrigley 1985/86; Fuller et al. 1985/86; Kalter 1997;

Clark 2003; Fang 2006). With the advancement of the process of relocation or migration

decision-making, the satisfaction with local conditions seems to lose its influence.

We apply a three-phase model of migration, consisting of considering migration,

planning it, and finally realizing it (Kalter 1997). The idea of distinguishing between

considering and planning is supported by results from psychology (Heckhausen and

Gollwitzer 1987; Heckhausen 1991; Gollwitzer 1996). While people are likely to consider

lots of aspects and drop thoughts again without necessarily developing the intention for a

particular behavior if they are in an early phase of decision-making, they will stick to their

intention once the decision in favor of a certain behavior has been made. When deciding to

act in a certain way, people are ‘crossing the Rubicon’ and are striving to make their goals

come true. Therefore, the step from considering to planning the move indicates that the

decision is in favor of moving.

The first stage of considering migration is hypothesized to be mainly the result of

perceived opportunity differentials between the place of residence and alternative places.

We prefer perceived opportunity differentials over satisfaction with local conditions

because a rational decision about moving or staying is only plausible if alternatives to

living at the current place of residence are perceived (Speare 1971; Kalter 1997). The

perception of opportunity differentials and accompanying thoughts about moving might

arise with changes in one’s own life-course or in the life-course of significant others, like

the partner. Certain life-course events disarrange the requirements at the place of residence.

The birth of a child, for example, brings daycare facilities or aspects of environmental

1 In contrast to these results, Andersen (2008) found dissatisfaction with the neighborhood to have a strong
influence on planning to leave the neighborhood. The reason for this different finding might be found in the
long time horizon of planning: to move within 2 years. This might measure relatively vague thoughts rather
than concrete plans. Moreover, the study was restricted to deprived areas, in which dissatisfaction with
neighborhood conditions might be particularly influential.
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safety into mind. Other events, such as school completion, lead to the severance of social

ties at the place of residence.

The second step, planning migration, is hypothesized to be mainly the result of the

anticipation of life-course events that establish new contacts with a possible destination.

This could be, for instance, a job offer.

The realization of the move is hypothesized to be mainly the result of planning it.

Perceived opportunity differentials and anticipated life-course events should not have an

influence on this last step of the migration process; we expect them only to have an

influence on the earlier stages of migration decision-making. Furthermore, unforeseen

constraints and facilitators, such as financial, social, and psychological resources, might

have an influence on realizing migration, because they hamper or support putting intentions

into action (Moore 1986; Massey and Espinosa 1997; Lu 1998, 1999; Palloni et al. 2001;

Fang 2006).

2.2 Migration in early adulthood

Life-course events are of great importance to migration (Mulder and Hooimeijer 1999).

Partly because the life course is framed by institutions, many life-course events are to a

great extent typical of certain life-course phases and age spans (cf. Mayer 2004). In

Germany as in other North-Western European countries, life-course events which are

typical of the transition to adulthood mainly take place before the age of 30 (Kley and

Huinink 2006; cf. Mandic 2008). Life-course events that have been found to influence

migration in early adulthood are starting vocational training or university, beginning a

(first) job, and union formation in the form of cohabitation or marriage (Wagner 1989;

Mulder 1993). Furthermore there is evidence that plans for starting a family and having a

child tend to trigger leaving the city (Huinink and Wagner 1989; Kulu 2008). Obviously,

leaving the parental home also affects migration, but in different ways depending on its

link to other events in the life course. If it is for starting university education, leaving home

frequently leads young people over the city boundaries, while moving together with a

partner does so less frequently (Wagner 1989; Mulder 1993; Kley and Huinink 2006).

Because of this link with other life-course events, and because it implies a move by

definition, leaving the parental home should not be thought of as an independent life-course

event in our analysis. We do, however, account for whether the respondent lives in the

parental home before a potential move.

Enrolment in post-secondary education is frequently connected with long-distance

moves of young adults, especially those below 25 years of age (Wagner 1989; Mulder

1993). Respondents between 25 and 30 years old reported work and marriage or cohabi-

tation as the most important motives for long-distance moves (Mulder 1993). Starting a

tertiary education and starting a job are both events that might lead to the establishment of

new social ties at a possible destination. We therefore expect these to have a greater

influence on planning than on considering migration.

Marriage and cohabitation are among the most important motives for long-distance

moves in early adulthood (Wagner 1989; Mulder 1993), especially for women (Mulder and

Wagner 1993). So, union formation explains a great deal of the higher risk of moving for

singles compared to couples (Mulder and Wagner 1993). Kulu (2008) found that the

expectancy of a first birth enhances the likelihood of moving not only for couples but also

for single persons and concludes that these moves are related to union formation. Any

change in marital status enhances the risk of moving significantly (Clark and Huang 2003;

Li 2004; Clark and Ledwith 2006) and naturally this also holds for divorce and separation.
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But because divorce only gains relevance at ages over 30 (Geist and McManus 2008) and

probably also because many separations take place rather unexpectedly, we do not expect

to observe many anticipated separations in our data.

Living in a spacious dwelling or a child-friendly environment is an important motive for

leaving the city for families with children and for couples anticipating having children

(Mulder and Hooimeijer 1999; Kim et al. 2005; cf. Kulu and Milewski 2007). The evi-

dence concerning the association between the occurrence of childbirth and migration is

mixed. In some studies, no effect (Clark and Huang 2003; Clark and Ledwith 2006) or

even a negative effect (Li 2004) was found. Clark and Huang (2003) found childbirth to

have an impact on moving in a longitudinal analysis but not in a cross-sectional analysis.

Michielin and Mulder (2008) found that short-distance moves were frequent during

pregnancy. Taking a closer look at the effects of conception and birth on residential

mobility and migration, Kulu (2008) found that moves from large cities to rural areas are

more likely a few months before and after the birth of the first, the second, and even the

third child. Interestingly, the second and third births in most cases reduce the likelihood of

moving except for leaving large cities for rural destinations (Kulu 2008). Because in our

analysis we focus on leaving larger cities, we expect that births trigger migration

decisions.

Life-course events bring about changes in life domains. In turn, these changes may lead

to changes in the need for particular opportunities and therefore to perceived opportunity

differentials that can be expected to be relevant for the process of migration decision-

making. We consider perceived opportunities with regard to career or income, partnership,

family life, and personal interests. Personal interests might be particularly important for

young adults, because gaining independence from the parents and living one’s own life are

important motives for leaving the parental home (Da Vanzo and Kobrin 1982; Monsutti

2007).

There are many other factors known to influence migration that we also need to take

into account. It is a stable finding in migration research that highly educated persons are

more likely to migrate (cf. Massey et al. 1998; Boyle et al. 1998). Accordingly we expect

young adults with a university degree to be more mobile than those with a lower level of

education. Ties at the place of residence are constraints for migration, while the migration

of friends or relatives has been found to enhance the risk for moving (cf. Massey et al.

1998; Boyle et al. 1998). Therefore, we expect the presence of family members nearby to

hamper and the migration of friends or relatives to enhance the likelihood of a migration

decision. Furthermore, the partner’s wish or necessity to move has a great impact on the

migration of couples, especially if it is the wish of the—mostly male—breadwinner

(Mincer 1978; Bielby and Bielby 1992; cf. Halfacree 1995). And, finally, previous

migration experience strongly increases the likelihood of subsequent migration (cf. Massey

et al. 1998; Boyle et al. 1998). One explanation for this finding is that persons who have

lived in other towns are more aware of real alternatives (Speare et al. 1975). Persons with

migration experience might furthermore have learned to manage realizing a move, to make

new friends etcetera, so that they feel more confident and therefore anticipate fewer

psychological costs of migration (Massey and Espinosa 1997).

Realizing a move conditional on a moving intention has been found to be particularly

influenced by income (Moore 1986; Lu 1998, 1999; Fang 2006). Clark and Ledwith (2006)

found a positive effect of income on planning migration. Early adulthood, however, is a

life-course phase in which financial resources are often scarce and the standard of living is

relatively low, so whether someone has an own income might be more important than the

amount of income. A positive impact of having an own income on leaving the parental
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home in the United States was indeed reported for young adults, but the amount of income

mattered less (Mulder and Clark 2000).

In summary our expectations about life-course influences on migration decision-making

of young adults living in Magdeburg or Freiburg are as follows. We expect decisions in

favor of migration to be triggered or enhanced by:

• Starting a tertiary education or starting a job,

• Marriage or starting to live with a partner,

• Childbirth,

• Having experienced the out-migration of family members or close friends,

• Having own migration experience,

• Having a partner who has the wish or necessity to move.

We expect the following characteristics or circumstances to diminish the probability of

deciding in favor of migration:

• Having a relatively low level of education,

• Having family ties in town.

The last stage of the migration process, realizing the move, is expected to be facilitated

by:

• Having an own income.

3 Data, variables, and method

3.1 Data

The data were gathered in two German cities, Magdeburg and Freiburg, by carrying out

computer-assisted telephone interviews. The field period of the main survey was from

April to July 2006. This survey is denoted the first wave. In this first wave, there were three

different strata in the sample. First, the respondents were asked how long they already lived

in town. Those who moved to the city in the last 12 months were not asked further

questions about migration intentions and are therefore not in our selection of respondents.

Those who had lived in the city for at least 12 months were asked whether they had

recently considered moving. Within this category of respondents, two different strata were

formed by over-sampling respondents who had recently considered moving away. These

respondents were asked whether they were also planning to do so. After the first wave, the

respondents were contacted for follow-up every 4 months. If a respondent had moved

away, a second interview (the ‘mover-interview’) was carried out and the respondent was

no longer contacted. Those respondents who had not (yet) moved 1 year after the first wave

were interviewed again at that time, from April to July 2007. For convenience we will

denote the information gathered in the second interview as the ‘second wave’, regardless of

whether an interview took place 4, 8, or 12 months after the main interview. Respondents

who did not move out of town within this year are denoted as ‘stayers and those who

moved away as ‘movers’.

We selected respondents aged 18–29 to represent those in the phase of early adulthood

(N = 1044 in the first wave). Using weighted data to correct for the over-sampling of

respondents who considered moving away, we find that 53.8% (n = 398) of the respon-

dents in early adulthood neither considered nor planned moving away in the first wave,
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29.5% (n = 413) considered but did not plan moving away, and 16.7% (n = 233) planned

moving away. The proportions of considerers and planners are quite high, mainly for two

reasons. Firstly, the data were gathered in two cities that have a relatively high migration

outflow. Secondly, early adulthood is the phase in the life course in which the proportions

of movers are greatest (e.g. Wagner 1989; Mulder 1993).

Follow-up failed for 340 respondents, so there are 704 respondents in the second wave.

Panel attrition was least among those who did not consider moving away, medium among

those who considered, and highest amongst those who planned to move away. So, movers

are probably under-represented among the respondents interviewed in the second wave and

stayers are over-represented. Compared to a reference study with a quite similar design, in

which face-to-face interviews were conducted (Kalter 1997), the differences between the

categories are not that great. Nevertheless we have to take this feature of the data into

account in designing the analysis (see Sect. 3.3).

For the analysis we pooled the data for both cities. Apart from different economic

conditions due to their location in Eastern (Magdeburg) versus Western Germany (Frei-

burg) the two cities are quite similar. They both have about 200,000 inhabitants, both have

universities, and both are not near another important city within reasonable commuting

distance. Table 1 shows how the perceptions of local opportunities are distributed in each

of the two cities and how these perceptions are associated with considering and planning to

leave the city. The less favorable economic conditions in Magdeburg lead more people in

that city to perceive opportunities as better elsewhere than people in Freiburg do (see

Table 1, last column). Specifically, 68.1% of the young adults living in Magdeburg per-

ceive their chances for a career or for having a good income to be better elsewhere than in

their home town, but only 48.6% of the young adults living in Freiburg think in the same

Table 1 Perception of own opportunities better elsewhere among citizens of Magdeburg and Freiburg and
percentage considering or planning to leave the city (age 18–29; weighted estimates)

Neither considering
nor planning

Considering to
leave the city

Planning to
leave the city

Total

Row percentage Row percentage Row percentage Percentage in city

Magdeburg

Career, income 45.5 34.7 19.9 68.1

Partnership (single) 28.8 41.7 29.5 8.7

Partnership (not single) 31.5 38.2 30.3 11.4

Family 24.0 46.3 29.7 12.7

Interests 28.9 40.5 30.6 18.2

Total (row percentage) 51.7 31.7 16.5 100

Total (N) 187 211 110 508

Freiburg

Career, income 41.2 33.5 25.3 48.6

Partnership (single) 23.6 40.9 26.5 5.7

Partnership (not single) 29.0 35.5 35.5 10.0

Family 37.4 31.3 31.3 9.2

Interests 42.6 32.0 25.4 12.4

Total (row percentage) 55.6 27.6 16.8 100

Total (N) 211 202 123 536

Characters in bold: differences between cities significant with p B 0.05
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way. As one might expect, there are significant differences in the percentages between the

two cities; these differences run in the same direction and are found in all areas of life,

except for perceptions with regard to an existing partnership. This is reasonable because

the possibility to maintain an existing partnership hardly depends on the local opportunity

structure. Furthermore, Table 1 indicates a relationship between perceiving opportunities

as better elsewhere and considering respectively planning to leave the city. For example,

51.7% of all the young respondents living in Magdeburg neither consider nor plan leaving

the city. But among those who perceive the opportunities to follow their own interests as

better elsewhere, only 28.9% neither consider nor plan leaving the city. Compared to the

total percentage, the percentage considering migration in this subgroup is about one-third

higher, and the percentage planning to leave the city is about doubled. Given the per-

ception of own opportunities as better elsewhere, there are no significant differences in the

extent to which citizens of Magdeburg and Freiburg are considering or planning to leave

the city.

3.2 Variables

Whether people consider or plan leaving the city was measured using the following

questions (translated from German): ‘‘Have you recently thought about moving away from

Magdeburg/Freiburg to live somewhere else?’’, and, for those who answered affirmatively

to this question, ‘‘Do you plan to move away from Magdeburg/Freiburg within the next

12 months?’’ The responses, and the information used for the independent variables, were

all gathered in the first wave. The information about whether a respondent stayed or moved

within a year after the first interview comes from the follow-up. Movers are respondents

who left the city within 1 year after the first interview, stayers are those who did not. Part

of the stayers is a small group of respondents who changed residence within town (5.6% of

the stayers, which equals 4.9% of all respondents reached in the second wave).

The measurement of the following predictors might not be self-explanatory:

(1) Among the variables measuring demographic and household characteristics, enrol-

ment and level of education is a combined variable with three possible outcomes: ‘‘In

school or tertiary education’’ comprises all young people who are currently enrolled

in a branch of the educational system, for instance those in college, at university, or in

vocational training. ‘‘School and at least some training completed’’ represents the

lower and middle level of education. ‘‘Studies completed’’ represents all highly

educated respondents with a college or university degree. The question about income

refers to the personal monthly income from work or public assistance benefits, after

deductions. If the respondents did not answer the open question, they were asked to

assign themselves to an income scale in steps of 500 Euros. We distinguish between

respondents without an own income or an income below 500 Euros, on the one hand,

and respondents with an income of at least 500 Euros, on the other. Seven percent of

the investigated group did not report on their income. In order not to lose these cases,

a dummy variable for income missing is included in the analyses but not reported in

the tables. Living together with a partner includes married and cohabiting couples.

(2) Of the variables measuring ties, previous migration experience was measured as

whether a person had lived in different towns or not. Migration of friends or relatives

was measured within a 1-year range. The respondents were asked whether friends or

relatives had left town during the last 6 months or whether they expected them to do

so within the following 6 months. This question only applies to friends or relatives
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with whom the respondent did not live together. The partner’s wish or necessity to

leave the city is also included, regardless of whether this partner lived in the same

household.

(3) The anticipation of life-course events was measured as the expectation that the event

would take place within the following 6 months. Tertiary education includes both

vocational training and studies at a college or university. Anticipating abandoning

one’s job was only measured among persons who did not report expecting to start a

new job.

(4) Perceiving better opportunities elsewhere than at the place of residence was asked

with regard to career prospects and income; maintaining one’s partnership or, for

those without a partner, finding a partner; family life; and pursuing own interests. We

distinguished the measurement of the perception of local opportunities for partnership

between persons without a partner and with a partner, because we think this

perception means something different to these subgroups of respondents. An effect

for singles can be ascribed to the local ‘partner market’, whereas an effect for persons

in a relationship pertains to opportunities to live with that partner or possibly to form

a family. A downside of this distinction is that it might cause over-specification,

because the measurement of opportunities for a partnership overlaps with the

measurement of the presence of a partner. We checked for possible over-specification

and did not find any, neither technically (the overlap was not complete) nor

substantially (the effects of having a partner remained similar with a different

specification).

All variables were dummy-coded except for age, which was measured in years and

centered at its mean before forming the age-squared term.

3.3 Method

Considering and planning migration was analyzed via generalized ordered logistic

regression (Williams 2006). This method is suitable for ordinal dependent variables and

therefore meets the assumption that migration decision-making is a process, in that con-

sidering migration follows not considering it, and planning follows considering the move.

The main advantage of generalized ordered logistic regression over ordinal logistic

regression is that one does not have to make the assumption that the influence of a predictor

is the same for each stage (proportional-odds or parallel-lines assumption). This relaxation

of the proportional-odds assumption is important, because we want to test the hypothesis

that the influence of life-course events may be greater on planning than on considering

migration. We estimate the likelihood of considering or planning leaving the city versus

not considering leaving, and the likelihood of planning to leave the city versus considering

or not considering leaving. We used the generalized ordered logistic regression tool written

for STATA (Williams 2006). This tool offers a routine that uses an iterative process to

identify the partial proportional-odds model that best fits the data. In this process the

proportional-odds assumption is tested for each variable. This routine has been used to

report for which predictors the proportional-odds assumption has to be rejected with a

significance level of 5%. In order to keep the model as simple as possible, the proportional-

odds restriction was only relaxed if the effect of the predictors was significantly different in

the planning stage compared with the considering stage.

The realization of the move was analyzed via a binomial logistic regression model of

moving versus staying, including all respondents reached in the second wave, while
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considering and planning moving in the first wave were included as predictors. By using

the same predictors as for estimating considering and planning the move it is shown which

predictors are relevant in this last phase of the migration process. We expect perceived

opportunities and life-course events to lose their significance for realizing the move while

monetary, social, and psychological resources are expected to be particularly relevant in

this stage.

Because panel attrition between the two waves was relatively high, our results are

possibly biased. To check for a potential bias, we additionally estimated a probit model

with sample selection for the missing cases in the second wave (cf. Van de Ven and Van

Praag 1981). Unfortunately, the data contain only a few variables which might exclusively

influence panel attrition but are not expected to affect moving. As an additional variable

beyond those in the outcome equation, the selection equation includes ‘‘having a full-time

job’’, which is known to be associated with being less likely to respond to surveys. The

results are reported in the ‘‘Appendix’’. According to the model, the null hypothesis is

confirmed that the residuals of the outcome equation and the selection equation are

independent of each other. This indicates there is no serious selection problem. The results

of this model compared with the results of the binomial logistic regression in Table 4

reflect this, too. Overall, the results of the two models are very similar, but the coefficients

are about twice as great in the logistic regression model in Table 4 than in the probit model

in the ‘‘Appendix’’. This difference is usually found between logit and probit models.

To correct for the stratification of the sample, frequency weights were applied in the

descriptive statistics (Tables 1, 2) and probability weights were applied in the logistic

regression models (Tables 3, 4). Although correcting for sample selection bias is not

necessary to track down causal effects in a well specified model, it is recommended when

sampling weights are a function of the dependent variable (Winship and Radbill 1994).

This is the case in the first model (Table 3), where not considering, considering, and

planning to move are the outcome variables, and respondents considering or planning a

move have been over-sampled. As Winship and Radbill (1994) show, in these situations

correction for sample selection bias via weighting provides consistent estimates of the true

regression slopes. That weighting induces heteroskedasticity in the error terms is taken into

account by our statistical program, which provides heteroskedastic consistent (robust)

standard errors. In Table 4, realizing the move is the outcome variable, and the items of

stratification, considering, and planning the move are included as predictors. In that case

weighting is usually not necessary and not recommended because of a loss in efficiency of

the parameters (Hosmer and Lemeshow 1989; Winship and Radbill 1994). But, owing to

the unequal distribution of missing cases over categories of respondents in the second

wave, we have reason to assume that in this model, too, the weights are a function of the

dependent variable. The selective panel attrition among those who considered or planned

moving most likely yields an under-representation of actual movers. For this reason, we

also applied sampling weights in the second model; we report robust standard errors.

4 Results

4.1 Distribution of respondents’ characteristics, evaluations, and expectations

Table 2 shows the distribution of the independent variables in the sample (see last column).

For example, more than half of the respondents are currently enrolled in education. Less

than half (40.7%) of the young adults do not have a partner. Among those who do have a
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics of independent variables measured in the first wave (age 18–29; weighted
estimates)

Neither considering
nor planning

Considering to
leave the city

Planning to
leave the city

Total

Row percentage Row percentage Row percentage Percentage
in sample

Socio-demographic variables

Place of residence

Magdeburg 51.7 31.7 16.5 46.7

Freiburg 55.6 27.6 16.8 53.3

Sex

Female 51.5 29.6 18.9 53.1

Male 56.4 29.4 14.2 46.9

Age (mean) 24.0 23.7 23.8 23.9

Household

Parental household 50.3 33.0 16.7 23.1

Own household 54.9 28.5 16.7 76.9

Children

Has child(ren) 68.8 24.4 6.8 10.4

Has no children 52.1 30.1 17.8 89.6

Degree of education

In school or tertiary
education

50.8 30.8 18.4 62.1

School and some
training completed

63.6 27.0 9.4 25.1

Studies completed 49.3 28.4 22.3 12.9

Income (in Euros)

Less than 500 46.2 33.1 20.6 25.6

At least 500 56.1 28.5 15.4 66.9

Missing 59.1 26.6 14.3 7.5

Partner

Partner lives
in household

62.9 27.0 10.1 26.2

Partner lives separately 47.5 30.9 21.6 33.1

No Partner 53.1 30.0 16.9 40.7

Ties and migration experience

Partner wants/has to move 39.7 34.9 25.4 20.5

All/most relatives in town 62.9 26.3 10.9 26.2

Migration of friends/relatives 37.2 32.1 30.7 25.9

Own migration experience 52.6 28.8 18.6 73.8

Anticipated life-course events

Completing school 36.9 36.2 27.0 4.8

Beginning tertiary education 40.2 28.9 30.9 10.6

Completing tertiary education 35.1 24.2 40.7 13.4

Abandoning a job 38.5 34.5 27.0 4.5

Beginning a job 35.9 26.5 37.5 18.8
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partner, more than half live in separate households. Among the anticipated life-course

events, divorce is not considered further, due to the very small number of respondents

anticipating a divorce.

Table 2 also shows the distribution of the dependent variable of the first analysis

(neither considering nor planning migration; considering migration; planning it) over the

categories of the independent variables. Altogether, the distribution of those not consid-

ering moving, those considering moving, and those planning moving according to the

socio-demographic variables and variables referring to ties to the current location is as

expected. For example, planning to leave the city is more frequent among highly educated

people who completed college or university. Among respondents who live together with a

partner considering or planning to leave the city is rather rare, whereas respondents whose

partners wish to move often consider or plan moving. Planning to migrate is rather frequent

among those anticipating certain life-course events in the following 6 months, like

beginning or completing tertiary education. So, a first glance at the descriptive statistics

confirms our expectations.

There are no significant differences between the inhabitants of the two cities with

respect to the relationship between the independent and the dependent variables, with one

exception (not shown in table).The exception is that young adults in Magdeburg who have

completed school and reached a low or middle educational standard—we might call them

the less well educated—consider or plan leaving the city more frequently than those living

in Freiburg. This can traced back to the fact that the labor market in Magdeburg is less

favorable for young adults than in Freiburg. For example, among the less well or middle

educated respondents living in Magdeburg, 20.7% are unemployed whereas 13.9% of their

counterparts living in Freiburg are unemployed. Accordingly, 67.6% of the less well

educated young adults living in Magdeburg perceive opportunities for career or income as

better elsewhere than in their hometown, compared to 34.2% of those living in Freiburg.

4.2 Considering and planning to leave the city

All anticipated life-course events except for marriage and having a child are relevant for

migration decision-making in our sample. Completing school, beginning or completing

tertiary education, abandoning or beginning a job all significantly increase the likelihood of

considering or planning leaving the city (see Table 3). If the young adult has a partner who

lives in a separate household, the expectation of starting to live with the partner deters the

young adult from leaving the city, contrary to our expectations. Obviously in most cases

the formation of a joint household in the city of residence of the respondent is planned.

Table 2 continued

Neither considering
nor planning

Considering to
leave the city

Planning to
leave the city

Total

Row percentage Row percentage Row percentage Percentage
in sample

Starting to live with a partner 45.2 21.9 32.8 7.2

Marriage 59.4 31.9 8.7 2.5

Birth of a child 60.4 23.9 15.7 1.8

Total (row percentage) 53.8 29.5 16.7 100

Total (N) 398 413 233 1044
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Table 3 Generalized ordered logistic regression of considering and planning to leave the city in early
adulthood (age 18–29; weighted estimates)

Coeff. Robust SE

Beta: not considering ? considering

Socio-demographic variables

Lives in Freiburg (reference: Magdeburg) 0.00 0.16

Female 0.33** 0.14

Age -0.01 0.01

Age squared -0.00 0.01

Lives in parental household 0.08 0.24

Has child(ren) -0.38 0.27

Degree of education: (reference: In school or tertiary education)

School and at least some training completed 0.12 0.23

School and at least some training completed 9 lives in Freiburg -0.59* 0.32

Studies completed 0.44* 0.24

Income at least 500 € (ref.: less than 500 €)a -0.46** 0.19

Partner: (reference: no partner)

Partner lives in household -0.55*** 0.21

Partner lives separately -0.03 0.19

Ties and migration experience

Partner wants/has to move 0.67*** 0.18

All/most relatives in town -0.48*** 0.17

Migration of friends or relatives 0.89*** 0.16

Own migration experience 0.13 0.19

Anticipated life-course events

Completing school 0.81*** 0.31

Beginning tertiary education 0.56** 0.26

Completing tertiary education 0.63*** 0.23

Abandoning a job 0.65** 0.29

Beginning a job 0.72*** 0.21

Starting to live with a partner -0.78** 0.32

Marriage 0.07 0.46

Birth of a child -0.21 0.62

Perception of own opportunities better elsewhere

Career, income 0.74*** 0.15

Partnership, single 0.82*** 0.25

Partnership, not single 0.59** 0.25

Family life 0.72*** 0.22

Pursue own interests 0.71*** 0.17

Constant -0.95 0.76

Gamma: considering ? planningb

Own migration experience 0.61*** 0.21

Beginning tertiary education 0.98*** 0.23

Beginning a job 0.71*** 0.20

Starting to live with a partner 0.62** 0.25
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This is in line with the finding that long-distance moves are unlikely if young adults leave

the parental home for union formation (Wagner 1989; Mulder 1993; Kley and Huinink

2006).

For most anticipated life-course events, the null hypothesis that the effect on the con-

sidering stage of the decision process (considering or planning versus not considering

migration) has the same size and magnitude as the effect on the planning stage (planning

versus not considering or considering) is not rejected. There are three life-course events,

however, that have a significantly greater effect on planning than on considering a move:

beginning tertiary education, beginning a job, and starting to live with a partner. All these

events have the characteristics of building new ties to a residential location. Beginning

tertiary education and beginning a job are regularly interlinked with local opportunities.

Therefore these findings support our argumentation: only those who consider moving will

keep an eye on opportunities outside their hometown. The arrival and acceptance of such an

opportunity then triggers the transition into the planning stage. Starting to live with a partner

decreases the likelihood of considering leaving the city. But the results show that young

adults who consider a move in connection with union formation are not significantly less

likely to plan a move than those without this event (the gamma parameter of 0.62 for the

planning stage almost offsets the beta parameter of -0.78 for the considering stage; the

resulting coefficient of -0.16 for the planning stage is not significantly different from zero).

Marriage and the expectation to have a child have no effect on considering or planning

to leave the city in this age group. But already having a child does not significantly deter

young adults from moving either.

Perceiving a lack of opportunities at the place of residence is strongly associated with

considering and planning migration (see Table 3). All coefficients of the variables mea-

suring the perception that opportunities in different spheres of life are better elsewhere are

positive and significant. Possibilities for career and income, for finding a partner if single,

for having a good family life, and for pursuing own interests are equally important to

migration decisions. Slightly less relevant are considerations about the opportunities for an

existing partnership.

Socio-demographic variables also influence migration decision-making. Most of their

effects are in line with our expectations: females in this age group are more likely to

consider and plan moving, and the same is true for highly educated persons. There is an

interaction effect for young adults who completed school and at least some training—we

Table 3 continued

Coeff. Robust SE

Constant -3.73*** 0.77

Number of cases 1044

Wald Chi2 (degrees of freedom) 308.4 (34)

Model significance 0.000

McFadden’s R2 0.18

a Respondents who did not report on their income considered but coefficient not displayed
b Betas are the parameters for the first stage: considering or planning versus not considering. Gammas are
deviations from proportionality to betas for the second stage: planning versus not considering or considering.
Parameters for which the proportional-odds assumption is not rejected at p \ 0.05 are constrained to be the
same as betas (that is, gamma = 0) and therefore not displayed separately

* p \ 0.10, ** p \ 0.05, *** p \ 0.01
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might call them the less well or middle educated—with the city of residence. Less educated

young adults living in Freiburg are estimated to have a lower chance of considering or

planning a move than those living in Magdeburg. This can be interpreted as an expression

of the economic differences between the two cities. As mentioned above, in Magdeburg a

significantly higher percentage of less well or middle educated young adults are unem-

ployed, and correspondingly a much higher percentage of them perceive the opportunities

for a career as better elsewhere. Taking this interaction into account, living in Freiburg

does not have a negative effect on considering or planning to leave the city. This is shown

in the first line of Table 3, which depicts the effect of living in Freiburg for highly educated

young adults and those still enrolled in education.

Respondents who live with a partner are less likely to opt for moving than singles,

whereas having a partner who lives separately does not deter young adults from deciding to

leave the city. Unexpectedly, having an income of at least 500 Euros deters young adults

from considering and planning a move. These young adults are mostly not living with their

parents and are mostly working.

Having all or most relatives in town deters young people from considering and planning

to leave the city. Other local ties are highly relevant for migration decision-making as well.

The partner’s wish to move significantly enhances the respondent’s likelihood of consid-

ering or planning a move. The same is true for the experience of friends or relatives leaving

town. Own migration experience particularly enhances planning migration. This is in line

with the learning hypothesis (Massey and Espinosa 1997): own moving experience

enhances skills and knowledge about managing a move, and it probably enhances the self-

confidence that living in another town and making new friends is feasible.

4.3 Realizing the move

For realizing the move, resources were expected to be relevant, whereas anticipated life-

course events and perceived opportunities were not expected to have an additional influ-

ence on this last stage of the migration process. Furthermore, the previous phases of the

migration process, especially planning a move, were expected to have positive effects on

actually leaving the city. These expectations are supported by the results (see Table 4; cf.

Table 5 in the ‘‘Appendix’’). Considering and planning moving away are both strong

predictors of realizing a move. Having planned a move increases the likelihood of actually

moving to the highest degree among all predictors while the effect of having considered it

is smaller but also significant.

Resources are highly relevant for realizing a move across the city boundaries, as

expected. For young adults with an own income of at least 500 Euros, the odds of realizing

a move are significantly greater than for those without or with less income. Further analysis

(results not shown) reveals that this effect only applies to those who are no longer living in

the parental household. For young persons who live with their parents, having an own

income of at least 500 Euros does not significantly affect realizing the move.

Living in the parental household in itself increases the odds of moving significantly.

This result is in line with the fact that many young persons leave the parental home for

enrolment at a university elsewhere, before starting to earn an income. Because planning a

move for educational or other reasons is considered in the estimation, this finding could

also be interpreted as an indicator of having social capital that might compensate a lack of

own financial capital. As Mulder and Clark (2000) have shown for the United States,

parental income particularly enhances the likelihood that young adults leave home to live
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without a partner at a long distance from their parents. Furthermore, there is evidence that

unfavorable opportunities for leaving home are often compensated by family support

(Mandic 2008).

Table 4 Binomial Logistic regression of realizing versus not realizing leaving the city in early adulthood
(age 18–29; weighted estimates)

Staying ? moving

Coeff. Robust SE

Migration decision

Considered moving 0.79* 0.44

Planned to move 2.85*** 0.35

Socio-demographic variables

Lives in Freiburg (ref. Magdeburg) 0.02 0.31

Female 0.14 0.29

Age 0.03 0.06

Age squared -0.02 0.02

Lives in parental household 1.52*** 0.47

Has child(ren) -0.33 0.66

Degree of education: (ref. School and at least some training completed)

In school or tertiary education 0.30 0.46

Studies completed -0.38 0.54

Income at least 500 € (ref.: less than 500 €)a 1.23*** 0.35

Partner: (reference: no partner)

Partner lives in household -0.06 0.47

Partner lives separately -0.14 0.38

Ties and migration experience

Partner wants/has to move 0.24 0.36

All/most relatives in town 0.21 0.36

Migration of friends or relatives 0.95*** 0.34

Own migration experience 0.88** 0.42

Anticipated life-course events

Events creating new tiesb 0.37 0.29

Other eventsc 0.21 0.33

Perception of own opportunities better elsewhere

At least oned 0.51 0.47

Constant -7.21*** 1.45

Number of cases 704

Wald Chi2 (degrees of freedom) 186.5 (21)

McFadden’s R2 (degrees of freedom) 0.41 (21)

Model significance 0.000

a Respondents who did not report on their income considered separately but coefficient not displayed
b Beginning tertiary education, beginning a job, or starting to live with a partner
c Completing school, completing tertiary education, abandoning a job, marriage, or birth of a child
d Career/income, partnership, family life, or pursuing own interests

* p \ 0.10; ** p \ 0.05; *** p \ 0.01
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The migration of friends and relatives also has a positive effect on realizing a move.

This is in line with the results from previous research into the impact of migration networks

(Moore 1986; Massey and Espinosa 1997; Lu 1998, 1999; Palloni et al. 2001; Fang 2006).

Our results show that information or assistance from others not only fosters the decision to

move but is helpful for putting migration plans into action.

Own migration experience enhances the likelihood for realizing the move, too. This

finding might be interpreted as a learning effect: former experience of relocation may enhance

skills and knowledge about how to manage a move practically (Massey and Espinosa 1997).

As expected, none of the life-course events has a significant effect on realizing a move.

The same is true for perceived opportunity differentials between the previous place of

residence and the destination. For reasons of the stability of the model these predictors

have been combined.

Recalling the differences in perceived opportunities between young adults living in

Magdeburg and Freiburg one last result might be pointed out. Once the decision to migrate

is taken into account, young adults are equally likely to leave either of both cities. The

level of education does not play a role in putting plans into action. Compared to persons

with a lower or middle level of education, those with a university degree are not signifi-

cantly more or less likely to realize migration plans.

5 Conclusion

In this paper we have analyzed migration from the city of young adults as a process starting

with considering and planning the move and ending in realizing it. Following findings from

psychological research on the process of decision-making, we argued that considering a

move is an early stage, while planning a move is an indicator that the decision has fallen in

favor of moving. Realizing the move was conceptualized as the likely outcome of attempts

to put the decision in favor of migration into action.

The results show that migration decision-making is mainly driven by life-course events

and by perceived opportunities in several life domains. Particularly at the time of transi-

tions from school to tertiary education and from tertiary education to the labor market,

young adults are likely to consider or plan moving. Union formation in the form of

marriage or cohabitation and the birth of a child were found to have no effect or even a

negative effect on migration decision-making in most cases. Corresponding with the

importance of perceived opportunity differentials for partnership and family life, moving

intentions of the partner and of friends and relatives are other factors that strongly influence

considering and planning migration among young adults.

By analyzing migration decision-making as a process consisting of a stage of considering

and a stage of planning the move, it was shown that some anticipated life-course events are

particularly important in triggering the decision in favor of migration—the ‘crossing of the

Rubicon’—rather than just enhancing considering migration. The strongest predictors of

planning migration in early adulthood are the anticipation of beginning tertiary education and

beginning a job. These events have a significantly greater influence on planning than on

considering migration. We have argued that only those who consider migration will keep an eye

on opportunities outside the city. The arrival and acceptance of such an opportunity then triggers

the decision in favor of a move because those events create new social ties at the destination.

Realizing a move could be explained as a result of the earlier phases of considering and

planning migration, while resources, migration experience, and social ties were found to

have additional effects on actually moving.
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Although important theoretical work on migration suggest distinguishing three stages in

the migration process, very few empirical studies have thus far applied three-stage models.

With this contribution to the migration literature, we hope to have shown that the

distinction of stages is especially useful for the empirical research into the influence of

life-course events on migration.

The estimates of the selection equation indicate that the likelihood of participation in the

second wave of the survey is enhanced by living in the parental household, being enrolled

in school or tertiary education, having a high level of education, and having own migration

experience. Respondents who considered moving in the first wave are less likely to par-

ticipate in the second wave, but this is not the case for those who planned moving.

Interestingly, those with a full-time job are more likely to participate in the second wave

compared to others. Overall, the estimates indicate that highly educated and relatively

well-off persons were more likely to participate in the second wave, and that the same is

true for persons who were interested in the topic of the survey.
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Appendix

See Table 5.

Table 5 Probit model with sample selection of realizing versus not realizing leaving the city in early
adulthood (age 18–29; weighted estimates)

Outcome equation Selection equation

Staying ? moving Participated in 1.
Wave ? in 2. Wave

Coeff. Robust SE Coeff. Robust SE

Migration decision

Considered moving 0.41** 0.20 -0.17* 0.10

Planned to move 1.61*** 0.19 -0.12 0.12

Socio-demographic variables

Lives in Freiburg (ref. Magdeburg) -0.01 0.16 0.03 0.09

Female 0.08 0.15 0.04 0.09

Age 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.02

Age squared -0.01 0.01 -0.01 0.00

Lives in parental household 0.81*** 0.25 0.26* 0.15

Has child(ren) -0.26 0.32 0.03 0.17

Considering, planning, and realizing migration in early adulthood 91

123



References

Andersen, H. S. (2008). Why do residents want to leave deprived neighbourhoods? The importance of
residents’ subjective evaluations of their neighbourhood and its reputation. Journal of Housing and the
Built Environment, 23(2), 79–101.

Bielby, W., & Bielby, D. (1992). I will follow him: Family ties, gender-role beliefs, and reluctance to
relocate for a better job. American Journal of Sociology, 97(5), 1241–1267.

Boyle, P., Halfacree, K., & Vaughan, R. (1998). Exploring contemporary migration. Harlow: Pearson.

Table 5 continued

Outcome equation Selection equation

Staying ? moving Participated in 1.
Wave ? in 2. Wave

Coeff. Robust SE Coeff. Robust SE

Degree of education: (ref. School and at least some training completed)

In school or tertiary education 0.12 0.24 0.43*** 0.14

Studies completed -0.26 0.33 0.52*** 0.16

Income at least 500 € (ref.: less than 500 €)a 0.64*** 0.19 0.13 0.11

Partner: (reference: no partner)

Partner lives in household -0.02 0.23 0.02 0.13

Partner lives separately -0.03 0.20 -0.01 0.11

Ties and migration experience

Partner wants/has to move 0.05 0.19 -0.02 0.12

All/most relatives here 0.12 0.20 -0.10 0.11

Migration of friends or relatives 0.50** 0.19 -0.10 0.12

Own migration experience 0.43** 0.21 0.23** 0.11

Anticipated life-course events

Events creating new tiesb 0.18 0.15 0.03 0.10

Other eventsc 0.12 0.18 -0.16 0.12
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