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Long history of migration research 

• Over the last few decades we have made great progress in 

understanding why, when and where people move over short 

and long distances.  

 

• Since the 1950s, the theoretical framework has been refined 

from the life cycle to the life course model. 

 

• Migration has now become increasingly synonymous with 

long distance and particularly international mobility (Ellis, 

2012). 

 

• International migration is high on the agenda of political 

leaders and voters. 
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Need to (re) focus on short 

distance mobility 

• The geographical interest in shorter distance residential 

moves seems to have waned and we need to take care that 

the interest in international migration does not come at the 

expense of overlooking more local mobilities (Ellis, 2012). 

 

• Most moves are over very short (less than 5 km) distances. 
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Source: http://www.jrf.org.uk/sites/files/jrf/2004-population-census-deprivation.pdf 
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Need to (re) focus on short 

distance mobility 

• The geographical interest in shorter distance residential 

moves seems to have waned and we need to take care that 

the interest in international migration does not come at the 

expense of overlooking more local mobilities (Ellis, 2012). 

 

• Most moves are over very short (less than 5 km) distances. 

 

• Residential mobility crucial in (re)production of 

neighbourhood patterns and inequalities.  
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25 km 

Map of Randstad with percentage of out-

mobility per postcode, 2002 
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Reasons to (re) focus on short 

distance mobility 

• The geographical interest in shorter distance residential 

moves seems to have waned and we need to take care that 

the interest in international migration does not come at the 

expense of overlooking more local mobilities (Ellis, 2012). 

 

• Most moves are over very short (less than 5 km) distances. 

 

• Residential mobility crucial in (re)production of 

neighbourhood patterns and inequalities.  

 

• Studying the oft-neglected geographies of residential 

immobility is also a pressing concern in the current economic 

context (Cooke, 2011). Why do people NOT move! 

 

 



8 Challenge the future 

•Rossi used the life-cycle 
concept to understand 
residential mobility 
behaviour in the 1950s. 
 

From life-cycle to life-course 
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Life-cycle and mobility 
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Macro context: opportunities and constraints 

Resources and 
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Triggers; 
Preferences 

Relocation 
behaviour 

Life-course 
Trajectories: 
 
Education 
Labor market 
Household 
Housing 
 

Understanding mobility using the life-course 
approach (Mulder & Hooimeijer) 
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Summary of a life course 
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Underutilisation of life course approach 

in residential mobility research 

• Despite several decades of engagement with life course theories, 

geographers have rarely fully applied the key insights of the life 

course perspective when studying residential mobility. For 

example: 

 

• Most studies investigate year-to-year mobility events without 

taking a longer term perspective. 

 

• Studies investigating the relationship between moving desires and 

actual moving behaviour often only look at a 3-year window. 

 

• Many studies focus on individuals while mobility decisions are 

made in a household context. Moving desires of an individual are 

assumed to represent the view of households.  
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Theoretical challenges 

• This paper argues that geographers need to focus on linking lives 

relationally across space and biographically through time. 

 

• We need to more fully explore how residential moves are 

embedded within the spatially and temporally ‘linked lives’ of 

individuals (Bailey et al., 2004). 

 

• The life of one person cannot be readily understood without 

considering the lives of other individuals they are ‘linked with’ 

across space (family members, colleagues, friends) (Elder, 1994). 

 

• The life course approach guides us to conceptualise lives as 

biographies, in which events are ‘linked together’ into long-term 

personal trajectories (Dykstra & van Wissen, 1999; Feijten, 2005). 

This longer term perspective also allows us to study period effects. 
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Longitudinal data and methods 

• On a methodological level, understanding the relational and 

biographical dimensions of residential mobility requires 

geographers to utlilise longitudinal data gathered from individuals 

as they move through time. 

 

• Fortunately, geo-referenced longitudinal data is increasingly 

avaialble (for instance survey, register, census, and internet-

gathered Volunteered Geographic Information). 

 

• We also need to more widely adapt methods suitable for the 

analysis of longitudinal data such as event history methods, multi-

level models of growth curves, data mining sequences, etc. 
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EXAMPLE 1 
 
VISUALISING RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY 
HISTORIES OF DESIRES AND ACTUAL 
MOVES 
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EXAMPLE 2 
 
TAKING INTO ACCOUNT MOVING 
DESIRES OF BOTH HOUSEHOLD 
MEMBERS 
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Individuals or households? 

• The classic works of Rossi (1955), Brown and Moore (1970) and 

Speare et al. (1975) argued (or assumed) that households behave as 

cohesive units, with all household members sharing the same thoughts 

about moving.  

 

• For most contemporary couples, we can no longer assume that “the 

decision to move is made by a single decision maker and that the often 

complicated interplay of interests within a household with regard to the 

decision to move and the choice of an alternative location can be 

ignored” (Speare et al., 1975: 175). 

 

• Little is known about the occurrence of intra-household desire 

disagreements, or whether these disagreements have impacts on 

actual household moving behaviour. Almost 20% of partners disagree 

about whether a move is desired. 



23 Challenge the future 

Source: BHPS (own calculations) 
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EXAMPLE 3 
 
LINKS WITH OTHER HOUSEHOLDS: 
DIVORCE, SEPARATION AND 
RESIDENTIAL (IM)MOBILITY 
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EXAMPLE 4  
 
VISUALISING NEIGHBOURHOOD 
HISTORIES 
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Visualising neighbourhood 

histories 
 

Least %  Greatest % 
Year 

High income Low income 
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Neighbourhood histories 1990-2008 (10% sample) of those leaving the parental home  

1990-1991 by parental neighbourhood quintile 1 (low % low income neighbours) 

HIGH 

LOW 

Source: GeoSweden (own calculations) 
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Neighbourhood histories 1990-2008 (10% sample) of those leaving the parental home  
1990-1991 by parental neighbourhood quintile 5 (low % low income neighbours) 

HIGH 

LOW 

Source: GeoSweden (own calculations) 
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Neighbourhood histories 1990-2008, ethnic minorities (full population) with parental  
neighbourhood quintile 5 

HIGH 

LOW 

Source: GeoSweden (own calculations) 
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Conclusions 

• Call for renewed interest in shorter distance residential 

mobility. 

 

• Most studies focus on movers. A category of people receiving 

very little attention are those who want to move, but for 

some reason don’t. These people are of great policy interest. 

 

• Geo-referenced longitudinal data linking the lives of 

household members, wider family members, work colleagues 

etc, over longer periods of time, offers new possibities for 

research. 

 

• Challenge how to empirically include linked households 

(understanding mobility, but also exchange of care, 

transmission of wealth etc).  
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