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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to describe and analyze the dynamics of rural migration 

in northern Sweden, focusing on how these dynamics were influenced by and 

contributed to societal restructuring from 1850 to 2019. During this long time 

period, rural living went from being the norm to exceedingly more uncommon as 

Sweden transitioned from an agrarian to a modern industrial and later service-

based economy. To a significant extent, this transition has been fueled by rural-

urban migration and has had adverse consequences for rural areas, particularly in 

northern Sweden. The study utilizes both historical population registers and 

modern national public authority registers to quantitatively investigate the 

development of rural migration through more than a century and a half of 

societal restructuring. Specifically, the intensity, direction, timing, economic 

outcomes, and selectivity of migration. The results highlight how regional 

specificities, economic transformations, and structural changes have shaped rural 

migration patterns in northern Sweden over time, with effects ranging from the 

population to the individual level.  

Four main migration regimes with distinctive features were discerned by 

analyzing trends and patterns in rural migration over time. The thesis shows how 

these regimes have been produced by the interplay between the specific regional 

conditions found in northern Sweden and the long-term economic and societal 

restructuring of the country. A pre-industrial migration regime was dominant up 

until the late 19th century when the predominantly agricultural economy of 

Sweden shaped rural migration. This regime was succeeded by both an early and 

late industrial regime from the 1880s up until the 1960s, where the increasing 

dominance of urban-industrial life and the expansion of the secondary sector of 

the economy started to increasingly influence the way in which rural folk moved. 

From the 1970s onward, what can best be described as a post-industrial regime 

has characterized the northern rural migration, as higher education and the 

tertiary sector have increasingly influenced rural migration behavior and 

outcomes. In essence, rural migration in northern Sweden has been shaped by 

economic, demographic, institutional, and normative changes since the mid-19th 

century. The increasingly urban-centered society has influenced the life 

trajectories of rural residents, shaping the migration dynamics in rural areas in 

incremental steps over this extended period of time.  

Keywords: Rural migration, Industrialization, Life-course, Sparsely populated 

regions, Rural/Urban relationship, Sweden  
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Intro 
 

Globally, 2007 was the first time in history that more people lived in cities and 

towns rather than in rural areas.1 This milestone marks a dramatic shift, as urban 

living had previously been the exception to the rural norm ever since humans 

started establishing permanent settlements over 10,000 years ago. The root of 

this global urbanization, which began to intensify around 200 years ago in 

Europe and North America, was initially intimately linked to the development of 

modern industry but has during the latter parts of the 20th century also been 

influenced by the rapid expansion of the tertiary sector.2  

‘Urbanization’ refers to the growth in size and influence of urban areas within a 

particular geographical unit; often referencing the national level. This process 

encapsulates not only the physical expansion of cities but also the socio-

economic transformations that accompany this growth. For urbanization to occur 

to any meaningful extent in a predominantly rural setting, a large and continuous 

flow of migrants from rural to urban areas is needed. Rural–urban migration is, 

therefore, intrinsically linked to the process of urbanization and, subsequently, to 

the structural transformations of society that characterized the past 200 years.  

Rural migration has, therefore, played a pivotal role in the development of the 

modern, highly urban societies of Western Europe and North America,3 and 

continues to play an important role in many parts of the developing world.4 

However, urbanization is not a homogenous phenomenon but a continuous and 

drawn-out process during which the roles of urban and rural areas change over 

time. Whereas rural living was once the dominant mode of existence, it has 

become increasingly marginal compared to the urban norm when we look at the 

most developed nations in the world, such as in Europe, North America, and 

 
1 According to UN estimates: United Nations, Department of Economic and Social 

Affairs, Population Division (2019). World Urbanization Prospects: The 2018 Revision 

(ST/ESA/SER.A/420). p. 9. 
2 Hutton, T. A. (2003). Service industries, globalization, and urban restructuring within 

the Asia-Pacific: New development trajectories and planning responses. Progress in 

Planning, 61(1); 

Shaban, A., Kourtit, K., & Nijkamp, P. (2022). Causality Between Urbanization and 

Economic Growth: Evidence From the Indian States. Frontiers in Sustainable Cities, 4.  
3 For a discussion see, e.g., Santos, J. L., & Fernández Fernández, M. T. (2023). The 

spread of urban–rural areas and rural depopulation in central Spain. Regional Science 

Policy & Practice, 15(4). 
4 Henderson, V. (2002). Urbanization in Developing Countries. World Bank Research 

Observer, 17(1). 
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Southeast Asia. The dynamics and relationships between rural and urban areas 

have, therefore, changed over time during urbanization, and in turn, this has 

changed rural migration in aspects regarding intensity, destination, timing, 

outcomes, and selectivity.  

This thesis focuses on the interconnected changes in the economic, demographic, 

institutional, and normative restructuring of Sweden in relation to rural 

migration. By studying rural migration as a separate phenomenon from 

urbanization, it is possible to explore the intricate relationship between migration 

and the structural development of society that goes beyond the dominant 

urbanization narrative, as long-term trends in migration patterns highlight how 

population mobility shapes and is shaped by societal restructuring. Arguably, the 

development of rural migration over time, in terms of its structural and 

individual level determinants, from the late 19th century until today, is a primary 

indicator of the societal shifts that have occurred due to development from an 

agricultural into a modern industrial and service-based society. 

This thesis is geographically and temporally situated around the development of 

rural migration in Sweden from 1850 to 2019. Over these two centuries, 

Sweden’s rural landscapes underwent a profound transformation. As outlined 

above, rural living transformed from a majority to a minority behavior. This 

general trend, while pervasive, exhibits notable local and regional variations, 

with rural areas in northern Sweden having been the most adversely affected by 

net outmigration during the period after the Second World War.
5
 This warrants 

interest in the development of rural migration and its consequences in northern 

Sweden and how it compares to the rest of the country.  

Despite the continuous relative decline in Sweden's rural population since the 

late 19th century (due to rural–urban migration but also related to changes in 

fertility and age structures), the rural population of Sweden has, in absolute 

terms, remained fairly stable on the national level since the 1970s.6 However, 

this national trend is not pervasive on the regional and local levels. The rural 

north has experienced continued and prolonged periods of net negative 

migration, and most areas have experienced continued population decline during 

the period after 1970. These prolonged periods of net negative migration have 

also had long-term effects on local population structures, including accelerated 

aging, skewed sex ratios, stagnant economic growth, and deteriorating local 

 
5 Statistics Sweden. (2023). Kort analys—Så har kommunernas folkmängd förändrats 

under 70 år. Electronic resource, accessed 2024-04-24. URL: [https://www.scb.se/hitta-

statistik/artiklar/2023/sa-har-kommunernas-folkmangd-forandrats-under-70-ar/]. 
6 Svanström, S. (2015). Urbanisering—från land till stad. Välfärd : SCB:s tidskrift om 

arbetsliv, demografi och välfärd, no. 1. 
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services. These changes reflect the potential impact of declining population bases 

on the vitality and sustainability of rural areas.7 

Therefore, this thesis focuses on the development of migration in these northern 

rural areas, partly because of the aforementioned profound role that migration 

has played in their development, and partly because of the availability of high-

quality longitudinal migration data. The northern Swedish county of 

Västerbotten represents a rare and unique case study, due to its comprehensive 

longitudinal individual-level population data. The datasets that underlie this 

thesis span the entire transition period from an agrarian society in the 19th 

century through an urban–industrial society in the 20th century to its 

contemporary service-based economy, making it uniquely suited for examining 

the impact of societal change on migration patterns. 

The long time period covered by the dataset means that the development of rural 

migration in this thesis is studied in a more extensive temporal manner than 

previous research. This longitudinal approach to the study of rural migration will 

contribute to understanding the interconnectedness of migration and societal 

change, enabling investigations into how prevailing regimes in rural migration 

relate to the structural transformation of Swedish society over an extended period 

of time. While this long-term approach inevitably leads to the omittance of some 

time-specific detail, it allows for a more comprehensive understanding of the 

interplay between trends in migration and society at large.  

In summary, this thesis concerns the development of rural migration trends in 

Sweden during the years 1850–2019, with a particular focus on the rural north. 

However, rather than viewing rural migration solely through the lens of 

urbanization, this thesis aims to expand the historical research scope, 

investigating how rural migration trends have developed over a long-term period 

in regions experiencing significant structural change. This approach will 

contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the role migration plays in 

the population development of regions adapting to demographic, economic, 

institutional, and normative structural change. The thesis will also show how the 

interplay between the regional conditions specific to northern Sweden and the 

national long-term restructuring of society have worked to produce changes in 

the migration patterns of rural inhabitants. 

 

 

 
7 Amcoff, J., & Westholm, E. (2007). Understanding rural change—Demography as a key 

to the future. Futures, 39(4). 
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Aim 
 

This thesis aims to describe and analyze the dynamics of rural migration in 

northern Sweden, focusing on how these dynamics were influenced by and 

contributed to societal restructuring from 1850 to 2019. The thesis primarily 

investigates economic and demographic restructuring, but institutional and 

normative changes are also considered. Specific interest is given to how the 

structural transformation has interacted with individual-level factors, specifically 

gender, age, socioeconomic status, and familial or social contexts, and their 

collective influences on rural migration over time. The long-term development of 

rural migration dynamics will be analyzed in terms of:  

a) Intensity—The volume of migration in absolute and relative terms. 

b) Direction—The place of destination, but also the relationship between 

inbound and outbound migration.  

c) Timing—Periods of peak migration flow, but also stages of the life course. 

d) Economic outcomes—Referring to the effects of migration, or the lack thereof, 

on individual income and occupational status.  

e) Selectivity—Differences in migration patterns based on demographic 

characteristics.  

 

The results of this thesis will further our existing knowledge regarding how 

migration, in general, shapes and is shaped by society; specifically in areas 

undergoing profound structural change. Rural areas, in particular, are of interest 

in this regard, as their transformation from norm to periphery represents the 

largest change in human daily life on a macro scale since the Neolithic 

revolution. While urbanization is an ongoing global process, Sweden began its 

path toward urbanity during the 19th century and is, therefore, an apt candidate 

for studying the long-term interplay between structural change and migration 

over time. The thesis offers a unique long-term perspective on the development 

of rural migration, made possible by the high-quality longitudinal individual-

level data that underlies it. Furthermore, this thesis adopts a novel approach by 

analyzing structural transformation through the lens of rural migration, thus 

providing insights into the societal impact of migration beyond the conventional 

focus on urbanization, highlighting how societal restructuring at large has 

affected rural migration rather than how rural migration is merely a component 

of urbanization.  
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Context 
 

Northern Sweden (sv. Norrland, see Figure 1) is a geographically large region, 

constituting around 60% of Sweden’s total land area. Despite this, by the 

beginning of the 19th century, the population of northern Sweden comprised 

only around 10% of the country’s population.8 However, during this century, the 

population of northern Sweden increased significantly, partly due to the general 

population increase brought about by the demographic transition and partly due 

to significant in-migration from the rest of Sweden. The region became an 

agricultural frontier, as the rapidly increasing Swedish population necessitated 

new land be put to the plow. While agricultural expansion occurred throughout 

the country, the sparsely populated and largely undeveloped north was the main 

area of expansion. Agricultural settlement expanded from the south and the 

coastline further north and further inland each decade. By the middle of the 19 th 

century, the region had become the fastest-growing and most expansive in the 

entire country.9  

At the same time, industrialization began to take off in Sweden, leading to 

further development in the resource-rich north. Timber was one of the area’s 

earliest industrial sectors and would become the most widespread in the region. 

Sawmills were established all along the coastline, fed by the vast unexploited 

northern forests. The expanding northern mining industry was more localized but 

equally profitable, leading to a large labor influx to the growing mining 

communities. After the turn of the century, the energy sector would also develop 

rapidly due to the construction of hydroelectric dams in most northern rivers. 

Industrial endeavors and the growing population also meant that roads, railroads, 

and other lines of communication were constructed to transport goods and people 

across the region. Along the coast, northern harbors became increasingly busy as 

raw materials and goods were shipped off to be sold on the global market.10  

The term “Swedish America” emerged during the latter part of the century to 

describe northern Sweden, drawing parallels with 19th-century America’s 

 
8 Statistics Sweden. (1969). Historical Statistics of Sweden: part 1 Population 1720-1967. 

(2nd ed). p. 49.  
9 Statistics Sweden. (1969). pp. 49-51.  

For works describing this development, see, e.g., Bylund, E. (1966). Glesbygdsproblemet 

– norrlandsproblemet; Morell, M. (2011). Böndernas jord: äga eller ärva. In: Antonsson, 

H. & Jansson, U (eds.). (2011). Jordbruk och skogsbruk i Sverige sedan år 1900.; 

Winberg, C. (1975). Folkökning och proletarisering: kring den sociala 

strukturomvandlingen på Sveriges landsbygd under den agrara revolutionen. 
10 See, e.g., Andersson, R. (1987). Den Svenska urbaniseringen: konceptualisering av 

begrepp och processer. pp. 126-144.; Nyström, M. (2002). Norrlands industrialisering. In: 

Isacson, M. & Morell, M (eds.). (2002). Indsutrialismens tid: Ekonomisk-historiska 

perspektiv på svensk industriell omvandling under 200 år.  
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frontier spirit and substantial in-migration. This nickname reflected the region’s 

rapid population growth, industrial expansion, and promise of economic 

opportunity, reminiscent of the American dream. Around the turn of the century, 

the population of northern Sweden had tripled, and the share of the total Swedish 

population now living in the north was around 17%.11 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of northern Sweden (sv. Norrland), with Västerbotten county 

highlighted.  

 
11 Statistics Sweden. (1969). p. 51.  
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The region would continue to expand until the middle of the 20th century, after 

which the population remained fairly stable.12 However, the population of the 

rural north has since decreased significantly. Agricultural expansion halted in the 

decades leading up to the 1950s and has since reversed substantially. The 

rationalization13 of the northern industrial sectors has also adversely affected the 

rural north. While timber and mining are still being produced in the region on a 

large scale, due to extensive mechanization and rationalization, extraction and 

processing are now much less labor-intensive than before, leading to fewer 

employment opportunities.14  

Population development in the rural north mirrors Sweden's national 

development in some ways but differs in others. Swedish urbanization began in 

earnest during the latter half of the 19th century, and parity between rural and 

urban populations was reached in the 1930s. However, rural population 

continued to decrease in absolute and relative terms until the 1970s. Since then, 

the rural population has remained stable in absolute terms, although it has 

continued to decrease relative to the urban population. However, the northern 

rural population has continued to decrease in absolute terms up until the present 

day.15  

The negative population development is largely due to prolonged and continuous 

out-migration. This has, in turn, led to significant challenges in the northern rural 

areas; including stagnant economic growth and worsened local services in both 

 
12 In 1950, the total population of northern Sweden numbered around 1,8 million. 

Virtually the same as in 2020. See: Statistics Sweden. (2021). Folkmängd i län 1749-

2020. Electronic resource accessed 2024-04-23. Url: [https://www.scb.se/hitta-

statistik/statistik-efter-amne/befolkning/befolkningens-

sammansattning/befolkningsstatistik/pong/tabell-och-diagram/folkmangd-och-

befolkningsforandringar---helarsstatistik/folkmangd-i-lan/].   
13 Rationalization is, in this thesis, used in reference to the process of making a way of 

working more effective via, e.g., changes in particular activities or introduction of 

technological advancements. The usage of rationalization in reference to this is mostly 

found in British English, while optimization is sometimes used in American English to 

refer to the same processes. See “Rationalization” in the Cambridge Dictionary. 
14 Ager, B. (2014). Skogsarbetets humanisering och rationalisering från 1900 och framåt; 

Bylund, E. (1966); Hjelm, J. (1991). Skogsarbetarna och motorsågen. En studie av 

arbetsliv och teknisk förändring. chap. 3.  
15 Borgegård, L.E. Håkansson, J. & Malmberg, G. (1995). Population Redistribution in 

Sweden: Long Term Trends and Contemporary Tendencies. Geografiska Annaler: Series 

B, Human Geography, 77(1); Pettersson, Ö. (2001). Contemporary population changes in 

north Swedish rural areas. Fennia, 179(2); Statistics Sweden. (2021); Svanström, S. 

(2018). Befolkningen ökar svagt på landsbygden. Välfärd  : SCB:s tidskrift om arbetsliv, 

demografi och välfärd. no.2:2018.  
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public and private sectors due to a declining population base.16 Furthermore, out-

migration has led to accelerated aging among the northern rural population, as 

young adults primarily choose to leave these areas.17 The outflow of young 

adults has a direct negative effect on population, but also affects it indirectly by 

lowering natural growth, as it reduces the proportion of the population that is of 

childbearing age. Another effect of migration selection is a rural male surplus, as 

women have been more prone to leave rural areas than men. Consequently, rural 

areas in northern Sweden generally have the most skewed sex ratios in the entire 

country, exhibiting a markedly higher proportion of men than women.18 

Over the course of the last 200 years, northern (rural) Sweden has gone from a 

peripheral region to the most expansive in the country and back to a more 

peripheral role. In 2020, the share of the total Swedish population living in the 

north was around 11%, more akin to the 10% in the early 1800s than the peak of 

18% in the 1930s.19 However, unlike in the early 1800s, most people today live 

in cities and towns rather than in rural areas. Migration has played a massive role 

in this development, acting as a fundamental driver of both the expansion and 

retreat of northern rural areas. Despite the central role migration has played in 

the development of the rural north, this thesis is the first to be centered around 

the interplay between migration, society, and individuals during this extended 

period.  

As of writing this thesis, the industrial landscape of northern Sweden is once 

again undergoing expansion due to the ‘green transition,’ increasing labor 

demands in the region.20 This burgeoning demand for labor, especially in 

sustainable energy and technology sectors, signals a potential reversal of the 

rural north's long-term demographic challenges. It is reasonable to anticipate that 

 
16 Lindblad, S. et. al. (2015). Demografins regionala utmaningar : bilaga 7 till 

Långtidsutredningen 2015. pp. 17–45, 117–157. 
17 Swedish Public Employment Service. (2010). Generationsväxlingen på 

arbetsmarknaden : i riket och i ett regionalt perspektiv; Löfgren, A. & Thuresson, P. 

(2015). Så flyttar norrlänningarna: Del 2 Tillväxt- och förlustkommuner i Norrland. 

Utredningar och rapporter från övergripande planering 2015, Umeå Kommun. 
18 Statistics Sweden. (2024). Population in the country, counties and municipalities on 31 

December 2023 and Population Change in 2023. Electronic resource accessed 2024-04-

23. Url: [https://www.scb.se/en/finding-statistics/statistics-by-subject-

area/population/population-composition/population-statistics/pong/tables-and-

graphs/population-statistics---year/population-in-the-country-counties-and-municipalities-

on-31-december-2023-and-population-change-in-2023/]. 

 

See also: Karpenstam, P. & Håkansson, P.G. (2021). Rural boys, urban girls? The mystery 

of the diminishing urban-rural gap in Sweden. Journal of rural Studies, 86. 
19 Statistics Sweden. (2021). 
20 See: Westin, L. (2023). The Green Industry of Northern Sweden—Will the Boom also 

Build Growth?. In: Ishikawa, T., Nakamura, D. (eds) Industrial Location and Vitalization 

of Regional Economy. 
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migration will play a crucial role in upcoming developments of the region’s 

population dynamics. Therefore, understanding the historical evolution of 

migration in relation to previous structural developments could prove useful for 

comprehending how migration will influence future developments amid the 

growth of green transition industries. 
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Theory 
 

Exploring migration in a historical context provides a fascinating glimpse into 

the lives of ordinary individuals from the past. Most individuals throughout 

history, particularly in earlier times, have left scant written records about their 

lives, with such documentation often dominated by those in positions of power 

or wealth. Via the study of historical migration, we can study the life courses of 

people who are often invisible in the written records, as well as the societies they 

lived in, as the ways in which people have moved are shaped by time and place-

specific contexts. This section will elaborate on the theoretical foundation of the 

thesis. Specifically, migration as an individual and demographic phenomenon, 

the spatial aspect of migration, and the temporal aspect of migration. 

 

Structures and Individuals 
 

Migration is a fundamental aspect of demographic change, constituting one of 

the three determining factors of population development alongside fertility and 

mortality. Out of the three, it is by far the most commonly occurring event. 

While we all are born and die precisely once, we can (and most often do) move 

many times between these two events. Like fertility and mortality, migration 

trends can tell us more about a population than its gross growth or decline. For 

example, fertility trends can indicate changes in family formation, while 

mortality is an often-used proxy for population health. Migration can likewise 

indicate certain structural characteristics of a society and how they change and 

influence individual level behavior over time. 

In this thesis, the term ‘structure’ is used to refer to exogenous factors; i.e., 

general factors not tied to the individual. In contrast, endogenous factors are tied 

to individuals and are, therefore, here referred to as ‘individual-level’ factors. 

Examples of structures include the demographic composition of the population at 

a particular time and place, the economic conditions, institutions/policies, and 

the prevailing norms and culture shared by individuals. Individual-level factors 

cover aspects like sex, age, socioeconomic status, and familial or social contexts. 

Migration dynamics—such as intensity, direction, timing, outcomes, and 

selectivity—are all informative metrics of how time- and place-specific 

structures either incentivize or constrain migration, thereby shaping and, in turn, 

being shaped by population movement across space and time.  

However, structures lack agency, and every migration decision ultimately resides 

with the individual. Therefore, individual-level factors must be considered for 
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any meaningful analysis of migration. Life course perspectives, as championed 

by American sociologist Glenn Elder,21 have become increasingly popular in 

contemporary migration studies.22 In essence, a life course approach to migration 

research stipulates that individual life courses should be understood as a function 

of individual-level factors in a complex interplay with structural factors that 

incentivize or deter certain individuals to move or stay.23 For instance, to 

understand why young couples from southern Sweden move to the small town of 

Skellefteå in the 21st century, we need to frame the question in context—

specifically the growth of the green transition industries in the region. Therefore, 

to understand changes in individual life courses, space- and time-specific 

contexts need to be considered. However, it is also possible to do the opposite; to 

analyze changes in migration behavior over space and time by studying the life 

courses of individuals, as have been argued by, e.g., Martin Hedlund and Emma 

Lundholm.24 The dynamics in the movement of individuals on the macro scale 

are indicative of how structural, or exogenous, factors influence individuals to 

migrate on an aggregated level. Changes in migration over time are therefore 

indicative of changes in space- and time-specific structures.  

While structures have differing impacts across a given population, shaping 

behavior differently for different individuals, they set the conditions for 

migration at the population level. This is a fundamental assumption of this thesis. 

This structural analytical approach does not imply a position that assumes that 

migrants do not have individual agency. Neither does it imply why any specific 

migrant chooses to move. Rather (if we suppose that migration is not a 

completely randomly occurring phenomenon) general trends in the intensity, 

direction, timing, outcomes, and selectivity of migration must be interpreted as 

 
21 Elder, G. (1994). Time, Human Agency, and Social Change: Perspectives on the Life 

Course. Social Psychology Quarterly, 57(1); Elder, G. (1998). The Life Course as 

Developmental Theory. Child Development, 69(1); Elder, G. Johnson, M.K. Crosnoe, R. 

(2003). The Emergence and Development of Life Course Theory. In: Mortimer, J.T., 

Shanahan, M.J. (eds). (2003). Handbook of the Life Course. Handbooks of Sociology and 

Social Research. 
22 Bernard, A. (2022). Internal Migration as a Life-Course Trajectory: Concepts Methods 

and Empirical Applications. chap. 1. 
23 see e.g., Bernard, A. Bell, M. & Charles-Edwards, E. (2014). Life-Course transitions 

and the Age Profile of Internal Migration. Population and Development Review, 40(2); 

Bernard, A. Bell, M. & Charles-Edwards, E. (2016). Internal Migration Age patterns and 

the Transition to Adulthood: Australia and Great Britain Compared. Jornal of Population 

Research, 33; Bernard, A. & Kalemba, S. (2022). Internal Migration and the De-

standardization of the Life-Course: A sequence analysis of reasons for migrating. 

Demographic Reserach, 46. 

24 Hedlund, M. & Lundholm, E. (2015). Restructuring of rural Sweden – Employment 

transition and out-migration of three cohorts born 1945–1980. Journal of Rural Studies, 

42. 
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the manifestation of structural factors providing a specific set of incentives and 

constraints to individuals who have a specific set of (shared) characteristics. 

These incentives and constraints condition individuals to act in certain ways that 

aggregate at the population level, thereby shaping migration patterns (and how 

they develop) over time.25  

Thus, the fundamental assumption of the studies that make up this thesis is that 

individuals decide to move or to stay, but this decision is not random. Rather, it 

is shaped by the perceived benefits and costs of moving compared to staying, be 

they factual or imagined by the individuals themselves.26 Therefore, general 

trends in specific aspects regarding migration are indicative of these perceived 

benefits and costs, which are, first and foremost, determined by structural 

conditions at the societal level that are exogenous to the individuals themselves. 

This allows us to study the interplay between structures and migration. 

Consequently, this means that changes in any measured aspect of migration at 

the population level must correspond with some degree of structural change in 

society. A longer discussion on specific migration determinants (structural and 

individual) is found in the “Previous Research” section; however, the reader 

should be aware of this fundamental assumption in the thesis going forward. 

 

Push and Pull  
 

No thesis on migration can evade discussing the concept of push and pull. The 

basic concept is relatively simple: push and pull factors consist of dual spatial-

specific forces that attract and repulse people. The notion of places attracting or 

driving away people due to certain characteristics is not new. Earnst George 

Ravenstein was the first to try and formulate a general model of the drivers and 

determinants of migration during the late 19th century.27 In a series of papers, 

Ravenstein postulated a number of ‘laws’ based on the trends he observed in 

Great Britain during the country’s industrialization. Among these was the first 

empirically substantiated description of the process of urbanization. Ravenstein 

 
25 This is not an uncommonly held view in migration research, however, there are 

different views on the relationship between agents and structures. See, e.g., White, P. & 

Woods, R. (1980). The Geographical Impact of Migration. pp. 45-56.; Pooley, C. & 

Turnbull, J. (1998). Migration and Mobility in Britain since the 18th Century. pp. 19 ff. 
26 Cost and benefit do not solely refer to economical factors, but all factors that might 

influence migration. 
27 Ravenstein, E. G. (1876). Census of the British Isles, 1871: The Birthplaces of the 

People and the Laws of Migration; Ravenstein, E. G. (1885). The Laws of Migration. 

Journal of the Statistical Society of London, 48 (2);  

Ravenstein, E. G. (1889). The Laws of Migration. Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 

52 (2). 
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noted the strong influence of the rapidly growing urban areas on shaping 

migration patterns, drawing in migrants from the surrounding countryside.  28 

However, one of the first conceptual descriptions of push and pull factors was 

authored by Rudolph Heberle in 1938. In a study on the causes of rural–urban 

migration in Germany published in the American Journal of Sociology, Heberle 

distinguishes between specific factors driving people away from the countryside 

(push) and factors drawing people into towns (pull).29  

As is evident from the examples above, the basic concept of push and pull has 

been an integral part of migration research for a long time. In the 1960s, Everett 

S. Lee elaborated upon these basic concepts in “A Theory of Migration,” 

published in Demography.30 Here, Lee laid much of the groundwork for how 

migration can be studied and understood as a spatial phenomenon which has 

since become central to the research field. Lee summarizes the factors 

influencing a decision to migrate into four different categories, distinguishing 
between factors of origin and destination. 

 Lees' categorization of spatial mobility is summarized as follows: 

1. Factors associated with the area of origin. 

2. Factors associated with the area of destination. 

3. Intervening obstacles.  

4. Personal factors. 

In both origin and destination, factors either work towards retaining/attracting 

people or toward repelling/deterring them. There also exist factors that don’t 

work either way; i.e., factors toward which individuals feel indifferent. The first 

three sets of factors described by Lee are primarily structural and exogenous to 

the individual in the sense described in the previous section, while the fourth 

relates to the endogenous characteristics of the individual and how the ego 

perceives these structural factors in terms of incentives and constraints regarding 

migration. 

As previously discussed in the section on structures and individuals, the 

advantages and disadvantages of each area are shared across the population but 

do not affect all individuals in the same way. Some factors are quite universal, 

while others are highly specific for certain sub-groups of the population. For 

example, nearly everyone in an area would consider the lack of public services a 

disadvantage. However, the quality and proximity to specific public services, 

such as maternity wards, affect couples wanting to start or expand their family 

 
28 Ravenstein, E. G. (1885). pp. 198–9. 
29 Heberle, R. (1938). The Causes of Rural-Urban Migration a Survey of German 

Theories. American Journal of Sociology, 43(6). 
30 Lee, E. (1966). A Theory of Migration. Demography, 3(1). 
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more than others. Meanwhile, downturns in the local economy that increase 

unemployment tend to have a stronger impact on young individuals, as they are 

less likely to have established themselves in the labor market and are often the 

first to get laid off when companies need to downsize.  

However, factors related to the origin or destination do not necessarily need to be 

of this factual or objective character. In the same way as objective factors impact 

individuals differently depending on their characteristics, there is also individual-

level variation in subjective perceptions of the origin and destination that 

influences decision-making, which is not necessarily based solely on objective 

conditions. For example, a destination with a history of high crime levels might 

be considered unsafe by the general population, even if crime levels have been 

significantly reduced. Therefore, factors might represent subjective views on a 

specific area that are not necessarily objectively true. This is especially true of 

factors at the destination, which are based on an individual's specific views about 

living in this area despite the individual having no real experience doing so.  

According to Lee’s model, the decision to move becomes a cost/benefit 

calculation of the utility of staying versus moving by tallying up these subjective 

and objective pluses and minuses at both origin and destination. However, the 

decision to migrate is also mediated by intervening obstacles. These are 

obstacles that potential migrants must overcome before actually moving. The 

economic strain of relocation is perhaps the most apparent, but other obstacles, 

such as distance or geographical features (in times and places lacking 

infrastructure) are other examples.  

The fourth aspect in Lee’s model—personal factors—includes individual 

characteristics that might affect the propensity to move or stay, such as social 

networks. However, subjective perceptions discussed in the previous paragraph 

could also be included. This aspect of the model acknowledges that migration is 

not solely a response to external factors but is also shaped by personal 

circumstances such as health, age, sex, human capital, and psychologically 

determined preferences and personality characteristics that shape how an 

individual perceives the cost–benefit calculus of moving versus remaining in a 

specific area. 

All in all, the spatial concept of Lee’s model fits quite well into the main 

structural analytical framework outlined in the previous sub-section. The spatial 

aspects of Lee’s model and the generic concept of ‘push and pull’ allow for a 

more nuanced discussion on how migration is shaped by time and place-

dependent structures and their interaction with individual-level characteristics. 
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Temporal Aspects 
 

Demographers studying the development of fertility and mortality over time 

have a clearly formulated and extensively investigated model for doing so: the 

demographic transition model.31 Although a main driver of demographic 

development, migration is generally not accounted for in this framework. 

However, several scholars have argued that it should be to understand the 

determinants of the fertility decline better.32 Furthermore, no dominant model 

exists for studying the development of migration over time. However, scholars 

have attempted to create similar models in the past. The most well-known is the 

so-called ‘Zelinsky model’, named after geographer Wilbur Zelinsky in his 1971 

paper “The Hypothesis of the Mobility Transition”.33  

Summarized in one sentence, Zelinsky’s hypothesis reads as follows: “There are 

definite, patterned regularities in the growth of personal mobility through space–

time during recent history, and these comprise an essential component of the 

modernization process.”34 Zelinsky links the development of patterns of personal 

mobility to the demographic transition. In essence, the hypothesis outlines how a 

pre-industrial society is rather immobile in nature but becomes increasingly more 

mobile via industrialization. The more ‘modernized’ a society, the more complex 

the mobility patterns become.  

The Zelinsky model has been hugely influential and is still often referenced in 

migration research.35 However, the model has also been critiqued due to its 

theoretical foundation in modernization theory. Modernization theories, which 

were a dominant force in academia during the time Zelinsky wrote his 

hypothesis, stipulate that societies modernize in much the same way; meaning 

that there is a fixed start and endpoint to societal development with incremental 

steps in between. In addition to the teleological objections a historian might have 

regarding this line of reasoning, modernization theories have also been criticized 

 
31 Referring to both the so-called first and second demographic transitions: see 

Lesthaeghe, R. & Neels, K. (2002). From the First to the Second Demographic Transition: 

An Interpretation of the Spatial Continuity of Demographic Innovation in France, 

Belgium and Switzerland. European Journal of Population / Revue Européenne de 

Démographie, 18 (4). 
32 Davis, K. (1963). The Theory of Change and Response in Modern Demographic 

History. Population Index, 29(4); Friedlander, D. Okun, B. S. & Segal, S. (1999). The 

Demographic Transition Then and Now: Processes, Perspectives, and Analyses. Journal 

of Family History, 24(4). 
33 Zelinsky, W. (1971). The Hypothesis of the Mobility Transition. Geographical Review, 

61(2). 
34 Zelinsky, W. (1971). p. 222. 
35 Cooke, T. J. Wright, R. & Ellis, M. (2018). A PROSPECTIVE ON 

ZELINSKY'S HYPOTHESIS OF THE MOBILITY TRANSITION. Geographical 

review, 108(4). 
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as being Western-centric, where the model of development that is regarded as a 

universal standard is firmly based in a European and North American context, 

ignoring the varied cultural, political, and economic contexts that distinctively 

shape each society's journey toward ‘modernity’. For example, while the 

Zelinsky model fits quite well with the development of migration and mobility in 

Western Europe, it differs significantly from the migration trends of many 

modern-day developing countries.36 Furthermore, while the Zelinsky model has 

been shown to fit quite nicely into a European context, some assertions have, 

since its inception, been empirically proven to be untrue, including the notion 

that people lived predominantly stationary lives before the Industrial 

Revolution.37 

 

Therefore, rather than regarding the development of migration as a set of fixed or 

progressive steps in a modernization process, this thesis regards migration 

development as merely an indicator of temporal changes in the structures 

governing migration at the population level at both origin and destination (as 

have been discussed in the previous two sub-sections).  

 

The Long-Term Perspective 
 

In the previous sub-sections, an overview of the theoretical and conceptual 

foundations of the thesis have been presented. In summary, it can be stipulated 

that this thesis considers migration to be a societal phenomenon. This means that 

on the individual level, migration occurs for any one of a million reasons. 

However, on the population level, specific aspects of migration indicate 

structural factors shaping every aspect of migration on an aggregated scale. 

Place-specific structures (push and pull) shape the rate, direction, and 

characteristics of migrants as well as the outcomes of migration. However, as a 

societal phenomenon, structures are also subject to change over time. The 

remainder of this section will elaborate on what information can be gained using 

this type of analytical framework applied over extended periods of time, as well 

as the limitations.  

The papers that comprise this thesis all focus on different aspects of rural 

migration, from general migration rates to individual (economic) outcomes 

 
36 See, e.g., Henderson, J. Vernon, & Turner, Matthew A. (2020). Urbanization in the 

Developing World, The Journal of Economic Perspectives, 34 (3). 
37 See, e.g., Dribe, M. (2003a). Liv och rörelse: familj och flyttningar i 1800-talets  

svenska bondesamhälle; Hochstadt, S. (1999). Mobility and Modernity: Migration in  

Germany, 1820-1989; Jackson, J. H. (1997). Migration and Urbanization in the Ruhr  

Valley, 1821-1914. 



   

 

17 

 

among migrants. Together, they span 189 years, with the earliest start date in the 

1830s and the latest end date in 2019. While each paper investigates specific 

aspects of rural migration at different times, when analyzed together they provide 

further insights into the long-term development of rural migration and the time- 

and place-dependent structures that have influenced this development.  

Understanding the intricacies of rural migration within Sweden’s socioeconomic 

transformation necessitates a long-term perspective. This approach aligns with 

Fancesco Billaris’ observation of demography’s dual pace; in that it works both 

fast and slow.38 The fast changes are often more obvious and can be studied in 

depth in relatively short, or at least well-defined, time spans. For example, 

demographic phenomena can manifest swiftly in response to immediate events, 

such as natural disasters or economic crises, prompting sudden migration spikes. 

In relation to rural migration, a clear example is the emergence of large rural–

urban migration flows during industrialization in Europe and North America 

during the late 19th century onwards, kickstarting urbanization. A clear before 

and after can be discerned here, with industrial development almost instantly 

leading to increased rural–urban movement. However, migration often impacts 

society via slow, steady changes. These might include incremental population 

movement toward urban life, driven by industrialization, or the subtle-yet-

persistent influence of agricultural mechanization reducing rural labor needs, or 

at a later stage, the continuous expansion of tertiary education.39 In Sweden, the 

urbanization of the society was a rather long and drawn-out process. Over the 

course of the last 150 years, the Swedish population went from being 

predominantly rural, with over 90% living outside towns, to predominantly 

urban, with over 80% living in towns.40 The slow, incremental change from rural 

areas being the norm to becoming increasingly more peripheral is a central 

aspect of the development of rural migration and can only be fully understood if 

this process is studied in its entirety. 

The long-term perspective in this thesis is enabled by the availability of high-

quality digitalized longitudinal data on northern Sweden, making the area a 

prime candidate for studying migration development over long periods (more on 

this in the Data and Methods section). Furthermore, the relative uniqueness of 

the data underlying this thesis means less research exists on the continuous, long-

term developments of rural migration (certainly stretching more than 100 years) 

than studies dealing with shorter time frames. Nevertheless, the long-term 

 
38 Billari, F. (2022). Demography: Fast and Slow. Population and Development Review, 

48(1). 
39For example, the demographic transition has picked up substantial momentum if the first 

societies that transitioned are compared to the most recent ones. See: Blue, L. & 

Espenshade, T. J. (2011). Population Momentum Across the Demographic Transition. 

Population and Development Review, 37(4). 
40 Svanström, S. (2015). 
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perspective on rural migration development comes with advantages and 

challenges that must be addressed.  

As mentioned, the main advantage of the long-term approach lies in its capacity 

to reveal trends and patterns that would not be visible in a shorter time span. For 

instance, demographic shifts, such as the gradual depopulation of rural areas, 

changes in the age structure due to youth outmigration, or shifts in gender 

composition as men and women respond differently to economic incentives that 

have changed over time. These shifts can only be fully appreciated through a 

long-duration lens. A long-term approach to demographic change is, therefore, 

necessary to fully explore slower processes, but also to situate trends in a longer 

temporal context. This point is applicable not only to the field of migration 

research or historical demography, as the usefulness of the long-term perspective 

has been the focus of debates for a long time within the field of historical 

research in general, most notably by Fernand Braudel, a staunch advocate of the 

concept of lounge durée.41 

The main disadvantage that follows the long-term approach is, of course, that 

analyses must be conducted at a much more general level than if a shorter time 

span were examined. Given the same amount of time, a researcher can be more 

nuanced and detailed when investigating a narrower time frame compared to a 

much longer one. Both approaches are equally valid, providing ‘depth’ and 

‘width’ to the specific area of study, and both come with several challenges and 

limitations. However, being aware of these limitations makes it easier to look out 

for and avoid eventual pitfalls related to each temporal perspective.  

This thesis addresses the phenomenon of rural migration from an arguably longer 

time perspective than most previous research on the matter. One consequence of 

choosing a temporal scope of this kind is that this inevitably forces the researcher 

to disregard some of the detail and complexity that almost 200 years of historical 

change inevitably entails. However, the rationale for the rather ambitious 

temporal scope is that the potential lack of detail hopefully can be compensated 

by being able to paint a more general picture of the development than what 

would have been possible if I had chosen a shorter time perspective, as well as 

being able to uncover shifts over time that would otherwise have been hidden.  

 

 

 
41 For an overview of, and advocacy for, long-term perspectives in historical studies see: 

Guldi, J. & Armitage, D. (2014). The history manifesto. chap. 9.  
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Previous research 
 

In this section, previous research will be discussed in relation to the different 

aspects of the thesis. First, an overview of the main structures and individual-

level determinants of migration will be discussed, after which an overview will 

be given regarding previous long-term studies on (rural) migration.  

 

Determinants of migration  
 

Structural determinants 

 

To reiterate a previously made statement, in this thesis, structures refer to factors 

that are exogenous to the individual, inherently linked to the societal context of a 

specific place and time in which the individuals live. Putting it differently, they 

are exogenous or structural because they would remain the same even if the 

individual was taken out of the equation. This does not mean, however, that 

structural determinants impact all individuals the same way. Their influence 

varies because of individual factors. 

In migration research, the economy is a central structure or set of factors that is 

exogenous to the individual that often serves as the main mode of explaining 

migration behavior. The so-called ‘neoclassical approach’, a predominant 

framework in the analysis of migration patterns, views migration primarily as an 

economic decision. Beginning in the the 1960s, researchers such as Larry A. 

Sjaastad, Theodore W. Schultz, and John R. Harris, together with Michael 

Todaro (among others), formulated models that describe the act of migration as 

an investment in human capital.42 A move, or lack thereof, therefore, occurs as 

individuals try to maximize economic opportunities or minimize economic risks. 

This economic outlook on the drivers of migration has often been central in 

analyses of the emergence of the large rural–urban migration flows that 

developed during industrialization in Europe and North America. In short, the 

growing labor demand in the expanding urban industries enacted a substantial 

 
42 Harris, J., Todaro, M. (1970). Migration, Unemployment and Development: A Two-

Sector Analysis. The American Economic Review, 60(1); Schultz, T. W. (1961). 

Investment in Human Capital. The American Economic Review, 51(1); Sjaastad, L. 

(1962). The Costs and Returns of Human Migration. Journal of Political Economy, 70(5). 
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pull on rural residents to leave en masse in hopes of better futures in the growing 

towns. 43  

However, the large focus on economic structures as the main determinant of 

migration has also been subjected to criticism. The human capital model, for 

instance, has been described as a simplified and overly rational way of viewing 

human behavior, especially its presupposition that any decision to migrate can be 

viewed as an economic cost–benefit calculation. Scholars such as Steve 

Hochstadt have raised questions regarding this, asking how “such calculations, 

difficult for graduate students armed with computers, might be made by 

peasants”.44 Furthermore, studies on modern migration patterns, e.g., those based 

on interviews with migrants, consistently point toward economic factors being 

less important than social or normative factors when it comes to individual 

migration decisions.45  

While economic factors might traditionally have been overemphasized in 

migration research, disregarding other important determinants, few researchers 

would deny that there is a clear relationship between migration trends on the 

population level and economic push and pull factors. For example, the profound 

changes in migration patterns across Europe during the “long 19th century” have 

been intrinsically linked to economic development in general and 

industrialization in particular.46 Leslie Paige Moch summarizes her view on the 

determinants of migration in Moving Europeans in the following way: “In 

general, I view the evolution of migration in terms of fundamental structures of 

 
43 For some examples of studies that—either explicitly or implicitly—tie migration 

development to economic development see: Atack, J. et al. (2022). Industrialization and 

urbanization in nineteenth century America. Regional Science and Urban Economics, 94; 

De Vries, J. (1984). European urbanization, 1500-1800; Fielding, A. J. (1966). Internal 

Migration and Regional Economic Growth—a Case Study of France. Urban Studies, 3(3); 

Fielding, A. J. (1989). Migration and Urbanization in Western Europe Since 1950. The 

Geographical Journal, 155(1); Hochstadt, S. (1999); Kollmann, W. (1969). The Process 

of Urbanization in Germany at the Height of the Industrialization Period. Journal of 

Contemporary History, 4(3); Kunzmann, K. & Wegener, M. (1991). The pattern of 

urbanization in Western Europe. Ekistics, 58(350/351); Ledent, J. (1982). Rural-Urban 

Migration, Urbanization, and Economic Development. Economic Development and 

Cultural Change, 30(3); Reulecke, J. (1977). Population Growth and Urbanization in 

Germany in the 19th Century. Urbanism Past & Present, 4.  

44 Hochstadt, S. (1999). p. 31. 
45 Lundholm, E., Garvill, J., Malmberg, G. & Westin, K. (2004). Forced or free movers? 

The motives, voluntariness and selectivity of interregional migration in the Nordic 

countries. Population, Space and Place, 10(1); Morrison, P.S. & Clark, W. (2011). 

Internal Migration and Employment: Macro Flows and Micro Motives. Environment and 

Planning A: Economy and Space, 43(8); Renkow, M. & Hoover, D. (2000). Commuting, 

Migration, and Rural-Urban Population Dynamics. Journal of Regional Science, 40(2). 
46 See, e.g., Livi Bacci, M. (2012). A short history of migration. chap. 5. 



   

 

21 

 

European economic life: landholding, employment, demographic patterns, and 

the deployment of capital.” 47 

Thus, while economic factors are not the sole reason for migration, there is a 

clear empirical relationship between the two. However, as mentioned by the 

critics of the neoclassical school of thought, other factors also need to be 

addressed, such as demographic determinants. Migration is a demographic 

phenomenon that exists in a reciprocal relationship with demographic structures, 

shaping and being shaped by these structures. This means that the specific 

demographic characteristics of a population have a direct effect on how 

migration develops, and vice versa. For example, migration is a highly selective 

phenomenon along a host of demographic characteristics; e.g., age and sex. 

These are endogenous determinants and will be further discussed in the next sub-

section below. However, the selectiveness of migration along certain 

demographic characteristics directly affects the population structure. For 

example, high out-migration of young women will, over time, lead to skewed sex 

ratios and accelerated aging within a population that, in turn, can influence the 

push and pull factors experienced by individuals. For example, skewed sex ratios 

affect the partner market, leading to new incentives for migration,48 and 

decreased fertility means a fewer younger cohorts coming of age in the future, 

which might affect the population dynamic of an area, leading to changes in 

migration patterns.49 Rapid increases in the population due to declines in 

mortality, such as those that occurred in the early stages of the demographic 

transition, can result in difficulties attaining land for farming or make it more 

difficult to establish oneself in the local labor market due to increased 

competition, which in turn might incentivize migration from the area.50 

Another structural determinant of migration are societal institutions, such as laws 

or social security systems that are the result of political policy. The capacity of 

policies to restrict and facilitate migration has been observed in many 

countries.51 For example, in Sweden, domestic passports were a requirement for 

travel inside the country before the 1860s. Other direct examples of policies 

influencing migration patterns include strong state-sanctioned incentives for 

migration. The American Homestead Acts during the mid-19th century is an 

 
47 Moch, L.P. (1992). Moving Europeans : migration in Western Europe since 1650. p. 6. 
48 Eckhard, J. & Stauder, J. (2018). Migration and the Partner Market: How Gender-

Selective Relocations Affect Regional Mating Chances in Germany. European Journal of 

Population, 34(1); Stark, O. (1988). On Marriage and Migration. European Journal of 

Population, 4(1). 
49 The age structure of a population affect the overall mobility as migration is a highly age 

selective process. See e.g. Bernard, A., & Bell, M. & Charles-Edwards, E. (2014). 
50 Winberg, C. (1975). 
51 See, e.g., Scott, P. (2000). The State, Internal Migration, and the Growth of New 

Industrial Communities in Inter-War Britain. The English Historical Review, 115. 
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example, in which the US government incentivized migration via land grants to 

settlers pushing the American frontier westward.52 Although less intense, a 

comparison can be made to the Swedish governmental support for new 

agricultural settlement in northern Sweden during the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, wherein state-owned land, subsidies, and loans were granted for the 

establishment of new freeholding farmsteads and other private enterprises (sv. 

avvittringen).53  

In a paper published in the Scandinavian Journal of History, Pål Brunström, 

Peter Gladoić Håkansson, and Carolina Uppenberg systematically studied the 

development of state policies on housing and migration in Sweden from the 18th 

to late 20th century. The authors assert that there have been times of more or less 

state involvement regarding migration throughout this period. They argue that 

before the 1860s, state policies actively tried to hinder and restrict mobility in 

order to keep the labor force in agriculture. However, after this, the state took a 

more laissez-faire approach to regulating mobility, letting the ‘invisible hand of 

the market’ largely govern how people moved. However, as the welfare state 

developed during the post-war period, state migration policy became more 

active, stimulating migration with the goal of maximizing the employment rate, 

increasing economic growth and combating social inequality. 54 

Norms constitute the final structural determinant discussed in this thesis, 

encompassing cultural, social, and prevalent societal notions about migration. 

The challenge of investigating the effect of norms on migration lies in the 

difficulty in quantifying them definitively in a given society, particularly before 

the advent of representative surveys designed to collect such data, like the World 

Value Survey or European Social Survey.55 The earliest such comparable data is 

available was the late 1980s, and therefore it is challenging to assess how 

potential changes in norms and values have impacted migration over the very 

long time period covered in this thesis. This is especially the case when studying 

the relationship between individual-level values and migration behavior, as data 

having both types of variables are rare in general and pertain to more or less 

 
52 Frymer, P. (2017). Building an American Empire. 
53 See e.g., Bäcklund, D. (1988). I industrisamhällets utkant : småbrukets omvandling i 

Lappmarken 1870-1970; Morell, M. (2011); Prawitz, G. (1951) Jordfrågan : jord- och 

fastighetsbildningspolitiken på den svenska landsbygden under förra hälften av 1900-

talet. 
54 Brunnström, P. Håkansson, P. G. & Uppenberg, C. (2021). Migration and housing 

regimes in Sweden 1739–1982. Scandinavian Journal of History, 46(3). 
55 Inglehart, R., C. Haerpfer, A. Moreno, C. Welzel, K. Kizilova, J. Diez-Medrano, M. 

Lagos, P. Norris, E. Ponarin & B. Puranen et al. (eds.). (2022). World Values Survey: All 

Rounds—Country-Pooled Datafile Version. Electronic resource accessed 2024-04-24. 

URL: [https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSDocumentationWVL.jsp]; Jowell, R., 

Roberts, C., Fitzgerald, R., & Eva, G. (eds.). (2007). Measuring attitudes cross-

nationally: Lessons from the European Social Survey.  
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contemporary contexts. Despite these methodological challenges, it is evident 

that norms significantly influence life courses and affect migratory behaviors, 

such as the timing of leaving home or attitudes toward certain places and areas, 

such as rural versus urban areas.56 

While it is hard to determine what role norms play in affecting trends and 

patterns in migration in particular, if we intend to say something about long-term 

changes in migration behavior, it is important to remember that economic and 

political structures shape and influence societal norms, which might further 

strengthen migration trends. Furthermore, norms might differ between certain 

sub-groups of the population; e.g., sex-specific norms. This will be further 

discussed in the next sub-section. 

The structural determinants of migration mentioned above—economic, 

demographic, institutional, and normative factors—are commonly referenced 

when explaining the causes of migration on the population level, though they do 

not capture all possible structural or exogenous determinants. Furthermore, there 

exists no clear-cut line between them; for example, political policies 

incentivizing migration often have an economic element to them (e.g., in the case 

of giving/selling state-owned land away to migrants), and normative change can 

impact policy and vice versa. Putting it differently, there is a constant and 

complex interplay and mutual dependency between sets of determinants, where 

changes in, e.g., the economy impact political policy as well as social norms 

where these structural factors are constantly evolving and influencing one 

another.  

In the quantitative analyses performed in the papers comprising this thesis, 

economic determinants are the most central for the analyses, primarily because 

of the aforementioned link between economic structures and migration. 

However, it is also a matter of data, as economic and demographic determinants 

are available in the data and can be analyzed quantitatively. The concluding 

discussion in this cover essay will, therefore, delve more into the intricate and 

complex relationships between these different types of structural factors and how 

they have influenced rural migration in Northern Sweden over time in a way 

 
56 Billari, F. & Liefbroer, A. (2007). Should I Stay or Should I Go? The Impact of Age 

Norms on Leaving Home. Demography, 44(1); Hansen, K (1998). Välfärdens motsträviga 

utkant : lokal praktik och statlig styrning i efterkrigstidens nordsvenska inland. pp. 192–

202 (English summary); Hjort, S. & Malmberg, G. (2006). The Attraction of the Rural - 

Characteristics of Rural Migrants in Sweden. Scottish Geographical Journal, 122(1);  

See also: Boström, L. & Dalin, R. (2018). Young people's opinion on rural Sweden. 

International Education Studies, 11(6); Hjort, E. (2023). Marginalisation through the eyes 

of the othered: Young adults choosing to live in rural Northern Sweden. Journal of Rural 

Studies, 97. 
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that, hopefully, can serve to expand the analytical scope of the separate research 

papers. 

 

Individual Determinants 

 

To reiterate, individual determinants are factors that can be viewed as 

endogenous; i.e., factors tied to the individual. However, these factors do not 

have to distinguish the individual uniquely, but differ from structural factors, as 

they are not externally present in society in a way that is exogenous to the 

individual.  

As in nearly all aspects of the life course, gender plays a huge role in the 

migration process. In fact, gender is an individual determinant of considerable 

weight, and the relationship between gender and spatial mobility is one of the 

most researched areas in the field of migration research.57 To generalize, women 

and men are subject to different push and pull forces regarding economic 

structural determinants. For example, the labor market is highly gendered. But 

also, institutional factors such as legal frameworks, especially earlier in history, 

have often presented barriers to migration, such as the ‘Master and Servant Act’ 

(1664–1926). Furthermore, cultural norms have always been gendered with 

different expectations for men and women.58 Given these differences, there also 

exist gender-specific benefits or obstacles to relocation.59  

Migration being a highly gendered process is not a time-specific phenomenon, 

although the factors governing gendered migration behavior has been subject to 

change over time. During the 189 years covered in this thesis, there have been 

substantial changes in demographic, economic, institutional, and normative 

structures, and the respective gendered aspects of each. Despite these changes, 

women have consistently been shown to be more likely to leave rural areas in 

Sweden, a trend persistent from the onset of industrial urbanization until the 

present day.60 Although the reasons, paths, and consequences of gendered (rural) 

 
57 For a comprehensive review on the literature on gendered migration, see: Anastasiadou, 

A., Kim, J., Şanlitürk, A. E., de Valk, H. & Zagheni, E. (2023). Sex- and gender-based 

differences in the migration process: a systematic literature review. MPIDR Working 

Paper, WP 2023-039. 
58 Harnesk, B. (1990). Legofolk : drängar, pigor och bönder i 1700- och 1800-talens 

Sverige. chap. 10. 
59 See, e.g., Silvey, R. (2006). Geographies of Gender and Migration: Spatializing Social 

Difference. The International Migration Review, 41(1). 
60 Karpenstam, P. & Håkansson, P.G. (2021); Thomas, D.S. (1941) Social and economic 

aspects of Swedish  

    population movements 1750-1933. pp. 138-146. 
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migration have been thoroughly investigated, we do not know how the 

relationship between gender and rural migration has developed over time from 

historic to modern patterns. 

Another main individual-level determinant of migration is age. Although age is a 

demographic characteristic, its effect on migration is shaped by biological, 

psychological, and social factors.61 Almost regardless of time and place, people 

are the most mobile during young adulthood, typically between the ages of 15 

and 35. During this phase, the robust physical and cognitive abilities of young 

adults facilitate the challenges of relocation, while their psychological tendency 

toward risk-taking encourages the exploration of new environments and 

opportunities.62 This period is marked by pivotal life course events—such as 

advancing education, starting careers, and forming families—that often 

necessitate or inspire migration. These events are framed within a societal 

context that guides the timing and nature of such moves. After we leave our 

parents and before we become rooted ourselves (via a family or household 

formation of our own), we are the most mobile.63 While age influences migration 

behaviors such as when our first move occurs, when we stop being mobile, and 

how much we move (as well as where and how) and is rooted in biological 

mechanisms, it is also influenced by societal structures and their evolution over 

time.64 Meaning that age is a key determinant to investigate in long-term 

migration development. 

Age and gender, while individual in nature, are shared characteristics across the 

population that are determined via birth. However, other individual determinants 

are more dynamic, such as socioeconomic status (SES). Social class, or SES, 

impacts migration in direct ways, but also in ways that are more subtle. In 

general, it is of course easier for an individual to migrate if he or she has the 

economic capacity to do so without too much strain. However, low SES 

individuals might, on the other hand, have more incentive to migrate, moving to 

areas that offer better opportunities for improvements in their socioeconomic 

status.65 As discussed in the previous sub-section, notions of improved economic 

 
61 Jaeger, D. A., Dohmen, T., Falk, A., Huffman, D., Sunde, U., & Bonin, H. (2010). 

DIRECT EVIDENCE ON RISK ATTITUDES AND MIGRATION. The Review of 

Economics and Statistics, 92(3). 
62 Coulter, R. (2023). Are younger adults becoming less residentially mobile? a 

decomposition analysis of British trends, 1997–2019. Population Space and Place, 29(8).  
63 E.g., Kulu, H., Lundholm, E., & Malmberg, G. (2018). Is spatial mobility on the rise or 

in decline? An order-specific analysis of the migration of young adults in 

Sweden. Population Studies, 72. 
64 Bernard, A., & Bell, M. & Charles-Edwards, E. (2014). 
65 See, e.g., Marré, A. (2009). Rural out‐migration, income, and poverty: Are those who 

move truly better off? Agricultural and Applied Economics Association 2009 Annual 

Meeting July 26–28, Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Phinney, R. (2013). Exploring Residential 

Mobility among Low-Income Families. Social Service Review, 87(4). 
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prospects have been assumed to be a key determinant in aggregated migration 

flows since the inception of migration studies as a field of research.66 

However, there are also other factors related to SES that might affect migration 

behavior. Land or property-owning individuals are more stationary than others, 

being tied to a specific place via economic, but also, for instance, in the case of 

family farms, sentimental reasons.67 This also relates to the individual’s familial 

or social context. Like most other aspects of life, we are formed by the people 

who surround us; in the case of migration, there is a clear link between familial 

or social contexts and the migration behavior of individuals. For example, highly 

educated parents are more likely to encourage their children to attend higher 

education, which might influence where and when they move.68 Furthermore, 

migration behaviors within families are often shared; e.g., younger siblings are 

more likely to move to places where an older sibling has already moved.69 By 

paving the way, the older siblings have established a familial/social connection 

to a specific place, thereby making the transition easier for their siblings to 

follow. This can be compared to the fundamental social aspect of the large-scale 

emigration from Sweden and other countries in Europe that occurred during the 

late 19th to early 20th centuries. A few pioneers left the country, establishing 

immigrant colonies in North and South America. The establishment of these 

immigrant colonies fueled further migration by individuals in their social 

network; there was some degree of familiarity at the destination, so the decision 

to emigrate became easier.70 The presence or absence of kin in the context that 

the individual currently resides in also works as pull or push factors, depending 

on the situation at hand. For example, in paper II of this thesis, we show how the 

loss of a parent was a strong positive determinant for moving out of the parental 

home at a younger age than those that had both parents alive. In a number of 

studies of return migration, kin networks have been shown to be a strong pull 

factor; e.g., for young adults that become parents. This is usually interpreted as 

parents with small children being incentivized to move back to their area of 

 
66 In accordance with the Human Capital Model of Migration and other among others. 

See. Sjaastad, L. (1962). 
67 Dribe, M. (2003b). Migration of rural families in 19th century southern Sweden. A 

longitudinal analysis of local migration patterns. The History of the Family, 8(2). 
68 OECD. (2012). Indicator A6 To what extent does parents' education influence access to 

tertiary education?. In: Education at a Glance 2012: OECD Indicators. 
69 Mulder, C.H., Lundholm, E. & Malmberg, G. (2020). Young Adults’ Migration to 

Cities in Sweden: Do Siblings Pave the Way?. Demography, 57. 
70 Blanck, D. (1997) Becoming Swedish-American: The Construction of an Ethnic Identity 

in the Augustan Synod, 1860–1917; MacDonald, J. S. & MacDonald, L. (1964). Chain 

Migration Ethnic Neighborhood Formation and Social Networks. The Milbank Memorial 

Fund Quarterly, 42(1). 
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origin to have better access to the support of grandparents. The relationship also 

works in the other way, in terms of parents being more prone to move closer to 

adult children as they age.71 

Like in the case of the structural determinants, the individual determinants 

addressed here are not the only ones in existence. However, these are some of the 

most central in the field of migration research, being hugely influential in 

shaping individuals' migration decisions. Furthermore, these are all determinants 

that can be studied and analyzed quantitatively using the type of register data that 

underlies this thesis. There are, of course, other determinants that could be of as 

much influence as those mentioned above, such as ethnocultural aspects,72 

sexuality, religion, disabilities, etc. However, these are factors that are not 

readily available in the register data, and while analysis of these aspects might 

have produced interesting results, this thesis will focus on central and readily 

available individual-level determinants. Primarily, the papers focus on the role of 

age, sex and socio-economic status and, to a lesser extent, the role of kin 

networks. Apart from the strong focus on these determinants in previous 

research, the focus on this rather limited set of individual-level determinants is 

motivated by the long temporal scope of the thesis as well as by practical 

limitations in terms of constructing a feasible research agenda for a thesis project 

and the specific time constraints this entails. 

 

  

 
71 Hjälm, A. (2011). A family landscape : On the geographical distances between elderly 

parents and adult children in Sweden; Lundholm, E. (2015) Migration and Regional 

Differences in Access to Local Family Networks Among 60-Year Olds in Sweden. 

Journal of Population Ageing, 8(3); Lundholm, E. (2012). Returning Home? Migration to 

Birthplace among Migrants after Age 55. Population, Space and Place 18(1); Lundholm, 

E. & Malmberg, G. (2010) Between Elderly Parents and Grandchildren—Geographic 

Proximity and Trends in Four-Generation Families. Journal of Population Ageing, 2(3–4). 
72 Northern Sweden is an area with a presence of multiple ethno-cultural groups, such as 

the Sami and Finnish speaking minorities. 
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Rural Migration  
 

Existing research on rural migration primarily concerns trends and patterns 

within primarily rural or urban societies, or the transition between them. 

However, there is a distinct lack of long-term historical research on the 

development of rural migration covering the entire transition period from a 

predominantly rural society towards an urban industrial one, and up until the 

present day.  

Nonetheless, there exists some prominent research on overall migration 

development from a long-term perspective, and their implications for this thesis 

will be explored in this sub-section. Researchers such as Colin Pooley, Jean 

Turnbull, Steve Hochstadt, James H. Jackson, and Leslie Page Moch have 

conducted some of the most influential works regarding long-term migration 

development.73 In the remainder of this sub-section, the previous research 

conducted by these scholars (and some others) will be discussed in relation to the 

aim and scope of this thesis.  

Hochstadt’s and Jackson’s works, Mobility and Modernity: Migration in 

Germany 1820-1989 (1999) and Migration and Urbanization in the Ruhr Valley, 

1821–1914 (1997) respectively, are based on migration records they uncovered 

together at archives in Duisburg and Düsseldorf in the late 1970s. The two books 

are monumental works in the historical migration literature, as they empirically 

disproved some foundational arguments that had been made by the influential 

modernization theorists regarding migration development up until that point. 

Most notably against the prevalence of cultural geographer Wilbur Zelinsky’s 

“mobility hypothesis”.74  

Both Hochstadt and Jackson dispute the idea of a uniform modernization process 

in migration development, highlighting limitations in the Zelinsky model’s 

foundational notion—that industrial development inevitably transforms a 

stationary population to a highly mobile one. Contrary to the model, they find 

that the pre-industrial population of Germany was far from immobile. 

Nevertheless, migration rates rose steadily during industrialization from the early 

19th century on, peaking in the late 19th century, whereafter it successively 

decreased again, and by the end of the 1980s, the migration rates were around the 

same level as they had been in the 1830s.75 Unlike the demographic transition, 

where the regularities across different contexts are more empirically 

 
73 Hochstadt, S. (1999); Jackson, J. H. (1997); Pooley, C. & Turnbull, J. (1998). 
74 Zelinsky, W. (1971). 
75 Hochstadt, S. (1999). chap. 1; Jackson, J. H. (1997). chaps. 1 & 5. 

This has also been proven to have been the case in Sweden by, e.g., Martin Dribe. See: 

Dribe, M. (2003a). 
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substantiated, Hochstadt, in particular, argues that there are more nuances and 

variations regarding migration development, making deterministic predictions 

troublesome.76  

Hochstadt critically discusses the perceived influence of industrialization on 

migration and, by extension, urbanization. Up until that point, he argues, 

migration history had been too “urbanocentric” and the migration processes that 

developed during industrialization were far more complex than merely a 

“vacuum cleaner”, resulting in city growth at the cost of rural areas.77  

Furthermore, Jackson and Hochstadt point out that there is indeed a problem 

when viewing the migration development of the industrialization period (in 

Germany specifically, but this could also be applied elsewhere) as unidirectional 

in nature. In fact, 90%–95% of the urban in-migrants in Hochstadt’s sample 

moved away from the city after some time.78 This circulatory nature of migration 

during industrialization suggests that relatively few migrants permanently settled 

in urban areas. These findings have been corroborated in a (northern) Swedish 

context by Lotta Vikström, who also found that most of the migrants moving 

into the industrializing city of Sundsvall during the late 19th century opted not to 

make the city their permanent place of residence after coming there.79 Both 

Hochstadt and Jackson argue that the high circulation among the migrants is 

indicative of migration not being as fundamental to the urban growth that 

occurred during industrialization as had previously been described, as the 

turnover rate seemed to indicate that only a few of the total number of migrants 

actually became city dwellers.80  

The results of Hochstadt and Jackson are contradictory at least in part to another 

great work on long-term migration development published virtually 

simultaneously. Collin Pooley and Jean Turnbull’s Migration and Mobility in 

Britain Since the Eighteenth Century (1998) is based on a smaller set of 

genealogical data of very high quality. Not content with just examining 

migration rates, the authors looked at migration from the perspective of 

individuals, tracking entire migrational histories for individuals but also (to the 

extent possible using genealogical records) elaborating on the outcomes and 

motives of these migrations.  

 
76 This is due to migration not being a single instance event like the other demographic 

metrics (i.e., births and deaths, and while marriage is not necessarily a singular event it is 

far less common than migration). 
77 Hochstadt, S. (1999). p. 169. 279 
78 Hochstadt, S. (1999). pp. 172–175. 
79 Vikström, L. (2003). Gendered routes and courses: The socio-spatial mobility of 

migrants in nineteenth-century Sundsvall, Sweden. chaps. 4-5.  
80 Hochstadt, S. (1999). p. 89; Jackson, J. H. (1997). chap. 4. 
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The primary conclusion posits that the migration history of Britain from the 18th 

to the 20th century is mostly one of stability rather than change both in relation 

to migration as a phenomenon and the motives behind migration.81 Up until the 

1920s, most migrations were short, performed most often in family groups, 

according to the authors (i.e., in stark contrast to the large flow of single 

migrants found in Germany by Hochstadt and Jackson). It was only in the 20th 

century that migration in Britain became a more solitary event; this is attributed 

to the changing role of the family and the decline in average family size.82  

Pooley and Turnbull, while acknowledging the impact of industrialization, 

economic development, and technology on some aspects of migration 

development, also warn against correlating migration too strongly with macro-

level change. Like Hochstadt and Jackson, Pooley and Turnbull attribute the 

strong growth of the urban population primarily to fertility rather than migration. 

Additionally, they describe the rural depopulation that occurred during the 19th 

and 20th centuries in Britain as a long and drawn-out process with little to no 

impact on the daily lives of individuals.83 

Concluding this brief overview of influential migration works of the 1990s, we 

will turn to Lesli Page Moch and her book Moving Europeans: Migration in 

Western Europe since 1650 (1992). Moch’s work here is, unlike the previous 

ones, mainly a synthesis of migration development in primarily France and 

Western Germany, with some excursions into other countries over about 350 

years. Like the previously discussed works, Moch disposes of the notion that 

pre-industrial society was stationary. However, she argues that before 

industrialization there were more structural barriers to movement.84  

Moch argues that industrialization meant a change in the characteristics of 

migration alongside emerging urbanization trends; however, Moch also 

highlights the large degree of circular migration back and forth between urban 

and rural areas during urbanization, stating that cities did not become magnets in 

a unidirectional migration system.85 In her work, Moch divides the migration 

history of Western Europe into four periods in her analysis: a pre-industrial 

period (1650–1750), a period of early industry (1750–1815), a period of 

urbanization and industrialization (1815–1914), and 20th century migration 

(1914–1992). This periodization is a result of Moch’s ambitious analytical 

framework, where migration is seen as an integral part of the societal 

development of Western Europe, affecting and being affected by economic life, 

 
81 Pooley, C. & Turnbull, J. (1998). chaps. 10–11. 
82 Pooley, C. & Turnbull, J. (1998). chap. 6. 
83 Pooley, C. & Turnbull, J. (1998). pp. 283 ff. 
84 Moch, L.P. (1992). chaps. 2–3. 
85 Moch, L.P. (1992). chap. 4. 



   

 

31 

 

social factors, and political policies (while also always being affected by 

individual factors).86 

The four works that have been briefly presented here are not an exhaustive list of 

long-term migration research.87 They are, however, influential in the field and 

raise several important aspects that will be relevant to the analysis of this thesis. 

First is the relationship between continuity and change. While all would agree 

that both tendencies are prevalent in the history of migration, it is possible to 

focus on either/or. Pooley and Turnbull, especially, describe migration as a 

remarkably stable phenomenon regarding its characteristics, determinants, 

motives, and outcomes. Leslie Page Moch, on the other hand, sees fundamental 

differences between pre-industrial and industrial migration patterns, even if some 

aspects remain unchanged over time.  

The second important aspect is that of the role of migration on the macro level. 

All of the authors point out that circular, chain, and repeated migration—i.e., the 

continued back-and-forth movement between urban and rural areas (specifically 

during industrialization)—meant that it is not entirely correct to liken cities and 

towns to ‘magnets’, and that the dichotomous partitioning of ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ 

might in some ways hinder the evaluation of how industrialization interacted 

with and shaped migration patterns during this time.  

The third aspect is largely missing from the research. Hochstadt warned against a 

too “urbanocentric” view of migration history. However, rural migration is 

largely omitted in, at the very least, the latter parts of the 20th century in all 

instances where this period is discussed. The books all focus on migration as a 

historical phenomenon, not strictly on rural migration as a phenomenon worth 

examining in its own right; therefore, as the societies that are being studied 

become increasingly urban, less attention is being given to rural areas. In 

essence, while the relationship between rural and urban areas has been 

thoroughly addressed in the context of the periods of industrialization, the long-

term history of rural migration, from a pre-industrial context until today, remains 

to be told.  

  

 
86 Moch, L.P. (1992). pp. 6–9. 
87 Just to name a few that deal with long term migration and/or urbanization: Ahlberg, G. 

(1953). Befolkningsutveckling och Urbanisering I Sverige 1911-1950; De Haas, H., 

Castles, S. &Miller, M.J. (2020). The Age of Migration: Internal Population Movements 

in the Modern World. (6th ed.); De Vries, J. (1984); Lees, A. & Lees, L. H. (2007). Cities 

and the Making of Modern Europe, 1750-1914. 
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Data and methods 
 

Apart from their aim, the papers that comprise this study all differ somewhat in 

their temporal scope, geographic coverage, and the data and methods used. 

While each paper within the thesis has a distinct temporal and geographical 

context and methodological framework tailored to its specific objectives and 

sources, all aspects of these cannot be discussed in depth here. The reader is 

therefore referred to the methodological discussion in each paper for more 

thorough methodological discussions. Instead, methodological considerations of 

more general nature, regarding all four papers, will be the main focus of this 

discussion. 

The table below (Table 1) presents an outline of the data sources and methods 

used in each paper, as well as the time period, geographic coverage, and the 

dynamic of rural migration that is the primary focus of each paper. Data sources 

and methodological considerations will be further elaborated on in the remainder 

of this section. 
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Table 1. Overview of the data sources, methodological approaches, time periods, 

geographic coverage, and rural migration aspects of interest in each paper of the 

thesis. 

Paper Data sources Methods Time 

period 

Geographic 

coverage 

Migration 

aspect of 

interest 

I. Migration and 

decentralized 

industrialization: 

The development of 

rural migration in 

northern Sweden 

POPLINK Descriptive 

statistics 

1850–

1950 

Västerbotten Intensity 

Direction 

Selectivity 

II. Models of leaving 

home: Patterns and 

trends in Sweden 

POPLINK 

SEDD 

Descriptive 

statistics 

 

Multivariate 

analyses 

(non-

parametric 

survival 

analysis & 

Cox 

regression 

models) 

1830–

1959 

Västerbotten, 

Scania 

Timing 

Selectivity 

 

III. Better off in the 

city? Economic 

outcomes of rural 

out-migration in 

Sweden—sibling 

study of cohorts 

1960–1984 

RTB 

IoT 

 

Binomial 

logit and 

log-linear 

models 

1995–

2019 

Sweden Direction 

Economic 

outcomes 

IV. Sex- and Age-

Selectivity in Rural–

Urban Migration in 

Sweden 1900–2019 

POPLINK 

RTB 
Discrete-

time event 

history 

analysis 

1900–

2019 

Västerbotten, 

Sweden 

Intensity 

Direction 

Timing 

Selectivity 

Note:  
POPLINK: The POPLINK-database, the Demographic Database (DDB), Umeå 

University. 

SEDD: Scanian Economic Demographic Database, Lund University.  

RtB: Registret över totalbefolkningen (Total Population Registry), Statistics Sweden 

IoT: Inkomst- och taxeringsregistret (Income and Taxation Registry), Statistics Sweden. 
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Data 
The availability of high-quality individual-level data is a requirement for 

studying the development of migration. Sweden is one of few countries 

worldwide that has excellent quality registry data that can be utilized in these 

types of studies stretching back well over a century. This sub-section contains 

information on both the historical population databases and the contemporary 

national public authority registers that serve as the source material for this thesis. 

The distinction between ‘modern’ and ‘historical’ is not temporal but is made in 

reference to the shift from parish register information to data gathered from 

governmental agencies.  

 

Historical Population Databases 

There are a handful of historical population databases that are kept and 

maintained in various institutions around Sweden. Generally, these are based on 

digitized parish records. The parish records consist of individual-level 

information recorded by each parish priest. This was regulated by canonical law 

in 1686, meaning that each minister was required to record important individual-

level events for all parish members, such as births, deaths, marriages, and, of 

course, if someone moved in or out of the parish. However, further information 

could also be included, such as the occupations of the parish members. The high 

quality of these registers, coupled with the fact that they were continuously 

updated, means that they provide a unique opportunity for the study of long-term 

demographic development.88 This thesis makes use of two data sources based on 

historical population databases: POPLINK and SEDD. 

 

POPLINK 

The POPLINK database is developed and maintained by the Demographic 

Database (DDB) at Umeå University. It is comprised of high-quality individual-

level information based on digitized parish registers from the northern counties 

of Västerbotten and Norrbotten from the 1680s up until the 1950s, capturing the 

transition from agrarian society through industrialization, and afterwards, the 

Swedish welfare state and contemporary society.89 These parishes span from 

town parishes to rural ones and are spread out geographically, covering the width 

 
88 Nilsdotter Jeub, U. (1993) Parish Records: 19th Century Ecclesiastical Registers. 
89 Engberg, E., Westberg, A., Edvinsson, S. (2016) A Unique Source for Innovative 

Longitudinal Research: The POPLINK Database. Historical Life Course Studies, 3; 

Edvinsson, S. & Engberg, E. (2020). A Database for the Future. Major Contributions from 

47 Years of Database Development and Research at the Demographic Data Base. 

Historical Life Course Studies, 9. 
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of Sweden from the Gulf of Bothnia in the east to the Scandinavian mountain 

range in the west. POPLINK data contain a wide array of high-quality 

information about individuals every year. Apart from biological information 

such as sex and age, these include geographical information on residence and 

place of origin/destination in the case of migration and other individual-level 

information such as civil status and occupation standardized using the Historical 

International Standards for Occupations (HISCO), which makes long-term 

studies possible regarding migration development. Importantly, it has been 

structured to facilitate linkage to modern registries such as RTB and IoT, making 

it possible to follow individuals continually from historical sources until today.  

 

SEDD 

Much like POPLINK, The Scanian Economic Demographic Database (SEDD) 

consists of high-quality individual-level longitudinal information from parishes 

in Sweden's southernmost county: Scania.90 Administered by Lund University, 

the database covers the period of 1647–1967 and captures the demographic and 

socioeconomic dynamics of all individuals born in or who migrated to 

Landskrona city and five surrounding rural and semi-urban parishes in western 

Scania. SEDD provides a comprehensive dataset, including demographic details 

like birth, death, and migration events, alongside socioeconomic variables such 

as occupation, land ownership, and income at both individual and family levels. 

Similar to POPLINK, SEDD applies harmonization of occupational data 

employing the HISCO framework, which enhances the comparability and 

analysis of occupational data over time and across studies.  

 

National Public Authority Registers  

For most of the post-war era, high-quality individual-level registries are kept and 

maintained by Statistics Sweden (SCB), a governmental agency responsible for 

producing official statistics. Statistics Sweden manages many registries, 

containing a vast amount of individual-level information for all individuals in the 

country. In this thesis, information from two registries have been combined to 

form datasets for further analysis. 

 

 

 
90 Dribe, M., & Quaranta, L. (2020). The Scanian Economic-Demographic Database 

(SEDD). Historical Life Course Studies, 9. 



   

 

36 

 

RTB 

The Total Population Registry (RTB), contains not only individual-level 

information covering the same areas as the historical parish registers but also 

includes the whole of Sweden. It records essential details such as individuals' 

registered addresses and migration indicators, alongside fundamental 

demographic information like age, sex, and civil status. The registry is 

continually updated and stretches back to 1968.  

 

IoT 

The Income and Taxation registry (IoT) contains individual-level economic 

based on taxation registers for the entire country. This includes information on a 

varied array of income-related variables ranging from capital gains, disposable 

income, transfers, and occupational information. The register has been 

continually updated every year since 1968.  

 

 

Definitions and delimitations 
 

Before the methodological discussion, it is imperative to clearly define what, in 

this study, is referred to when discussing ‘migration’ and ‘rural’ as concepts. In 

the broadest of definitions, migration entails leaving one’s permanent or semi-

permanent residence for another, regardless of whether this means moving to 

another flat in the same apartment building or to the other side of the world. In 

this sense, migration is a social construct based on the subjective notion of what 

kind of mobility constitutes a migration and who counts as a migrant. What 

constitutes migration is linked to the construction of boundaries and ideas of 

belonging, and can vary widely based on cultural, economic, and personal 

contexts. For example, within one society, moving across town may not be 

considered migration, while in another, such a move could represent a significant 

life change. Additionally, the interpretation of what movements constitute 

migration is influenced by broader social, economic and political structures. This 

makes migration less clearcut than some of the other central demographic 

outcomes such as births or deaths. Thus, for analytical clarity and feasibility, it is 

necessary to create an operational definition of migration that aligns with the 

thesis’ research objectives.  

For the purpose of this thesis, migration is defined as a move by an individual 

between two geographic, administrative units, specifically between parishes or 
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municipalities.91 This delineation is adopted in most research papers included in 

this thesis, except for research paper II, where migration includes any change in 

residence between two different households as recorded in the population 

registries. Using movement between defined geographical units as the definition 

for migration is a strength when studying how migration has been influenced by 

and, in turn, has influenced society, as they always entail a move between two 

different local contexts with potentially different properties, such as being 

predominantly rural or urban. 

The use of administrative units as the basis for analysis is primarily driven by 

practical considerations. These units have pre-defined geographical boundaries 

that have had a real impact on people’s lives throughout the investigated period 

and make it possible to analyze changes over time in a comparable way. Using 

them facilitates an analysis over time regarding population structure and 

economic structure and how this correlates with migration. However, the reliance 

on administrative units as the basis of analysis also leads to some challenges, as 

it inadvertently leads to moves within the units being omitted, leading to an 

underestimation of the overall mobility of the studied population. The size and 

population density between units can also vary widely, and their boundaries 

change and develop continuously. In the relatively sparsely populated Swedish 

north, administrative units are generally geographically larger than in the 

southern parts of the country. This means that where an individual resides 

determines how long a distance that person can move before this movement 

becomes regarded as migration. Each of the four papers within this thesis 

addresses these challenges in detail and probes strategies to mitigate their impact 

on the analysis, tailored for the specific scientific problem at hand. However, on 

a general note, the thesis's long-term analytical approach to rural migration 

necessitates the grouping of areas into rural (or otherwise) to enable the study of 

this phenomenon. Using pre-existing defined geographic units to form the basis 

for the analysis is, therefore, the most feasible solution given the long period 

under investigation. 

‘Rural’ and ‘urban’ are also terms that merit definition. In migration research, 

rural and urban are often used as two binary opposites, the classification of 

which has been made in a number of different ways using indicators such as 

population density, the scale and type of economic activity, closeness to public 

and other services, or number of livestock to people per square kilometer, to 

name some of the more common. The problem is that whatever indicators are 

used for classification, rural and urban are not binary but a gradient. At some 

precise point, regardless of the scale used, the threshold must be determined 

between rural and urban, which can be arbitrary and vary significantly across 

 
91 Further definitions, such as time spent at the destination, are implemented in some 

studies. 
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time. A town in a pre-industrial context is something entirely different from the 

industrial centers of the 20th century. As discussed in the intro, rural areas also 

underwent rapid structural changes when countries shifted from being 

predominantly agricultural into an industrial society in much the same way, 

meaning that rural areas today look completely different from rural areas 200 

years ago. 

In this thesis, administrative units are also utilized as the basis for the rural–

urban definition. However, due to the long time span, the definition of what 

constitutes any geographic unit rural is subject to change. In a modern context, 

suburbs can reach far outside cities and towns, blurring the line between the rural 

and urban. These ‘peri-urban’ environments represent borderlands exhibiting 

traits found in both urban and rural contexts.92 Furthermore, developments in 

infrastructure and transportation have made it possible to commute to towns for 

work but live far outside of them. These are phenomena that would be foreign in 

a 19th-century context. This transformation has implications for the studies in 

this thesis, as it affects where individuals choose to reside and work, thereby 

influencing migration flows. The classification used to define what makes a 

geographic unit rural must, therefore, differ across time.  

 

Methods 
 

The differences between the historical and modern register data mean that the 

same definitions of rural and urban cannot be used throughout the investigated 

period. Up until the 1950s, the parish served as the main administrative 

geographical unit of analysis reflecting the organizational structure of historical 

records. After the 1950s, the unit of analysis shifts to the municipalities, aligning 

with changes in administrative practices. Both of which could vary greatly in 

both size and population. This change in the geographical unit of analysis stems 

from the data and mirrors the development of how information on the population 

was compiled and organized across the investigated period.  

When dealing with the historical population registers, the classifications of rural 

and urban are primarily based on the Swedish census of 1950, wherein all 

parishes were classified as either rural or urban depending on whether they were 

part of a town (as defined by Statistics Sweden, based on the total population and 

population concentration).93 The decision to apply a fixed rural–urban 

 
92 Simon, D. (2008). Urban Environments: Issues on the Peri-Urban Fringe. Annual 

Review of Environment and Resources, 33(1). 
93 Statistics Sweden. (1952). Folkräkningen den 31 december 1950 1 Areal och folkmängd 

inom särskilda förvaltningsområden m. m. Tätorter.  



   

 

39 

 

classification from the 1950 census across all historical data is not considered to 

be a liability in any of the analyses that utilize this definition. The use of the 

1950s definition ensures that there is no underestimation of rural–urban 

movement in the analyses. While there was substantial urban development 

during the investigated period, there were no de-urbanization trends. This means 

that there is no risk of underestimation of rural–urban movement, which would 

have been the case had an earlier census classification been utilized. While there 

is a possibility of some overestimation of rural–urban movement due to utilizing 

this definition, it can be considered negligible. As individuals moving to places 

that would later be classified as urban would have taken part in the urbanization 

process that caused this re-classification to occur in the first place. However, it is 

unlikely that these instances of reclassification affect the results to any large 

degree, mainly due to the urbanization of Sweden, which mainly occurred via the 

concentration of the population around pre-existing urban areas rather than the 

development of new ones in previously rural areas.94 

In the national public authority register data, the municipality, rather than the 

parish, serves as the main geographical unit of analysis. For the time covered by 

the modern register data, extensive preexisting classifications of municipalities 

into rural and urban made by government agencies can be found. These 

classifications are an apt basis for analysis.95 These classification schemes 

include a rural–urban categorization based on a multi-factored analysis of the 

demographic and economic structures of each municipality and have been 

routinely updated since the 1980s.96  

Comparing the spatial distribution of rural and urban areas between the historical 

and modern registry data reveals that the urban landscape of Sweden has been 

largely geographically stable over the course of the investigated period (see 

paper IV). While some minor changes have occurred, the main population 

centers have remained the same, more or less throughout the investigated period. 

However, the size, relevance, and dynamics between these urban areas compared 

to rural ones have changed dramatically.97  

To analyze migration over time, a variety of quantitative methods are used to 

investigate the development of the intensity, direction, timing, outcomes, and 

selectivity of migration, ranging from descriptive statistics to more sophisticated 

 
94 See paper IV. 
95 These classifications are often used in both governmental reports and in academic 

studies. E.g., Karpestam, P. & Håkansson, P. G. (2021). 
96 Swedish Association of Local Authorities (SALAR). (2022). Kommungruppsindelning: 

Sveriges Kommuner och Regioners kommungruppsindelning 2023. 
97 As is evident by the population redistribution wherein the proportion of the population 

residing in cities and towns have increased dramatically over time. See: Borgegård, L.E. 

Håkansson, J. & Malmberg, G. (1995); Svanström, S. (2015). 
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multivariate analyses. The methodological choices are primarily based on the 

specific dynamics of migration which are being studied, as well as how these 

dynamics can be analyzed and understood in light of structural factors and 

mediated by individual-level factors.  

Paper I (and to some extent the also the rest of the papers), utilize rather simple 

descriptive analysis to investigate migration. In paper I, descriptive analyses are 

conducted to investigate the intensity of rural migration via standardized 

migration net rates by destination or sub-groups within the population. 

Descriptive statistics are a good way of simplifying and making sense of general 

trends and patterns in migration, especially over long periods of time.  

However, to investigate the relationships between different variables like causes 

and effects more sophisticated methods are needed. To obtain these goals, 

various multivariate methods are utilized to analyze the intensity, direction, 

timing outcomes, and selectivity of migration. For example, in papers II and IV, 

the timing of migration (referring to the specific age at which migration occurs) 

is explored via non-parametric survival analysis, cox-regressions, and event-time 

survival analyses. These methodological choices allow for migration to be 

studied temporally, both within the context of the life of the individual and 

within the context of chronological time, while the selective mechanisms of 

migration can be controlled via the adjustment of individual-level variables such 

as sex and socioeconomic status.  

Paper III is methodologically the most complex of the papers. To study the 

(economic) outcomes of migration, binomial logit and log-linear models are 

utilized; however, in this paper we also aim to adjust for (some) familial 

confounding on this outcome by using a sibling study research design. By 

comparing siblings who stayed in rural areas to those who moved away to 

different destination types, we control for a variety of unmeasured family-related 

variables that are not found within the data. While the sibling design is meant to 

function as a proxy, controlling unmeasured familial attributes, other measurable 

variables can also act as proxies for factors that are important regarding 

migration. Most prominently, socioeconomic status is often proxied by variables 

such as occupation, education, or income.  

By adjusting for different variables—either using them as proxies or not—it is 

possible to distinguish patterns and cause–effect relationships between the 

studied aspects of migration and many individual-level factors, highlighting how 

these factors influence specific aspects of migration on an aggregated scale. 

However, this thesis also relates the development of migration to the structural 

development of society. It is possible to account for structural factors in these 

quantitative analyses by, e.g., investigating the development of the occupational 

structure within an area and finding that the share of wage laborers rapidly 



   

 

41 

 

increases while the share of subsistence farmers decreases, and concluding that 

that area has undergone a thorough economic restructuring. However, the 

structural influence on migration development is often inferred in the papers, 

meaning that the empirical results regarding the development of the migration 

aspect of interests are compared and explained via previous research on 

historical contexts. This method of empirically substantiating trends regarding 

specific migration aspects and inferring their structural causes via a contextual, 

analytical approach is central to all papers. 
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Paper Summaries 
 

Contributions by Co-Authors 
 

Two of the four papers in this thesis were co-authored. Paper II was a 

collaboration between Martin Dribe at Lund University, Christer Lundh at the 

University of Gothenburg, and Glenn Sandström at Umeå University. Dribe took 

the main responsibility of conducting the SEDD portion of the statistical 

analysis. Sandström prepared the POPLINK dataset while I was responsible for 

the statistical analysis. The paper was written primarily by me and Christer 

Lundh, with the other authors providing valuable feedback and input. I also 

functioned as the corresponding author. 

Paper III was co-authored with Johan Junkka. In this paper I wrote the original 

draft. Both authors took part in all other aspects of the paper, from data 

preparation to analysis, reviewing and writing, I functioned as the corresponding 

author. 
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Paper I  
Sundvall, S. (2023). Migration and decentralized industrialization: The 

development of rural migration in northern Sweden (1850–1950). Rural History. 

2023:1–20. doi:10.1017/S0956793323000092  

The point of departure of the first article is the slower rate of urbanization in 

northern Sweden compared to the rest of the country during industrialization. 

The article explores this regional divergence via a descriptive analysis of the 

migration and population development in rural and urban areas in the northern 

county of Västerbotten, 1850–1950. First, the development of migration rates, 

natural growth rates, and the economic sectors of employment of migrants are 

explored and compared between rural and urban areas. After that, the sex-

specific characteristics and destination preferences of rural migrants are 

analyzed. 

The article focuses on examining whether the comparatively low rate of 

urbanization in northern Sweden during the late 19th and early 20th centuries 

can be explained by the economic structures that developed in many northern 

rural areas during industrialization. The early industrialization of northern 

Sweden was centered around raw material production—predominantly timber 

but also mining and hydroelectricity. As such, a concentrated workforce was 

needed to operate the industries (e.g., the saw and pulp mills) near the growing 

urban–industrial centers, but a dispersed workforce engaged in the growing 

industrial sector in the countryside was also required. In the case of the timber 

industry, this dispersed workforce refers to all individuals engaged in the 

extraction process; i.e., the felling and transportation of the lumber.  

Due to this development of a dispersed rural workforce, the industrialization of 

northern Sweden meant that industrial-related wage labor emerged across the 

rural–urban gradient. This system is referred to as ‘decentralized 

industrialization’ in the article. The decentralized industrialization of northern 

Sweden meant that the rural population during the first half of the 20th century 

(mainly consisting of smallholders) could continue living and operating a 

farmstead, often on a subsistence level in combination with seasonal work as 

wage laborers in an expanding extractive industrial sector.  

The article investigates how this system worked to counteract some of the labor-

market–related pull factors exerted on the rural population by the growing towns, 

leading to a lower rate of rural–urban movement in northern Sweden compared 

to other regions of the country. Two main findings support this interpretation. 

Firstly, a low rate of rural–urban movement is mainly observed among men, 

which is to be expected given the male orientation of the decentralized industrial 

labor market. Secondly, as both the agricultural and the decentralized industrial 

sectors started to become progressively more mechanized and rationalized over 
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the course of the 20th century, rural labor opportunities decreased. This 

corresponds with a gradual increase in the rural–urban movement over time, 

indicating that the inertia of rural–urban movement caused by decentralized 

industrialization was based on the availability of rural wage labor during the 

initial stages of industrialization in northern Sweden. 

Other possible explanations for low rural–urban movement are also discussed in 

relation to the results, such as the northern urban areas not being as attractive as 

southern towns or the northern rural population being less mobile than their 

southern counterparts. However, neither of these suggestions could adequately 

explain the observed migration trend and urbanization levels in northern Sweden. 

It is unlikely that the low rate of rural–urban movement was caused by ‘low pull’ 

from northern urban areas, as many northern towns grew significantly during this 

period, attracting in-migrants from all over Sweden. Neither was the northern 

rural population less mobile than elsewhere; in fact, the mobility of the rural 

population increased significantly during the investigated period.  

The article, therefore, concludes that decentralized industrialization is a viable 

model to explain the relatively low rate of urbanization in northern Sweden 

during industrialization. While the region followed the national trend of 

increased rural–urban movement during this period, the divergence in rate and 

intensity is indicative of the region-specific characteristics, such as the economic 

structures of the area, suppressing rural–urban migration rates.  

 

  



   

 

45 

 

Paper II  
Sundvall, S., Lundh, C., Dribe, M., & Sandström, G. (2023). Models of leaving 

home: Patterns and trends in Sweden, 1830–1959. The History of the Family, 

28(3), 601–629. doi:10.1080/1081602X.2023.2222111  

The second article investigates the age of leaving the parental home in Sweden, 

1830–1959. The article focuses on how determinants such as age at first 

marriage and socioeconomic status influenced the age at which individuals left 

their parental homes. The analysis is conducted across sub-groups, considering 

variables such as sex and the rural–urban divide during Sweden’s transition from 

an agrarian to an industrial society. The study utilizes individual-level data from 

both the northern Swedish county of Västerbotten and the county of Scania to the 

very south of Sweden and applies both non-parametric and semi-parametric 

survival analyses to analyze changes in the age when individuals moved out of 

their parental home. These regions developed in markedly different ways during 

industrialization; while both were predominantly rural at the start of the studied 

period, Scania would urbanize much more rapidly than Västerbotten, leading to 

large differences in the socioeconomic composition of the two regions for much 

of the investigated period.  

Interestingly, while some differences were found between sub-groups and 

between regions, a clear general time trend across both regions emerged from the 

results. Home-leaving was initially stable (at young ages) during the pre-

industrial period but would increase significantly during the final decades of the 

19th century as industrial development started to significantly impact both 

regions. This increase reached a peak in the 1930s, after which the age of home-

leaving started to decline again. The general time trend indicates that the 

observed trends in the age of home-leaving were of a general, national nature. 

That is, regional structural variation and individual characteristics, such as 

socioeconomic status, had only minor effects on the timing of leaving the 

parental home. The observed trends correspond well with the structural changes 

brought on by industrialization. Therefore, the article argues that the transition 

from an agrarian to an industrial society changed the models, or regimes, 

governing when, how, and why home-leaving occurs in a similar way across 

different socioeconomic groups and regions within Sweden.  

In the first model, called the ‘pre-industrial model’ in the article (ca. 1830–

1880s), the agrarian life-cycle service system was the predominant mode of 

home-leaving. This refers to a system whereby individuals in an agrarian setting 

leave home to take up employment in another household, both for vocational 

training and to earn enough capital to later be able to establish a household of 

their own. This system was widespread in many parts of northern Europe before 

industrialization, and most of the rural agrarian population, apart from the most 

well-off, would spend at least some time as servants in another household at 
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some point in their lives. An effect of this system was that the age at marriage 

was typically much higher than the average age that young men and women left 

the parental home. In this system, marriage most often occurred when an 

individual had the means to establish their own household after completing their 

time as life-cycle servants. The results in the article corroborate this, as there was 

initially a large discrepancy between home-leaving and age at marriage, with a 

large proportion of the population being unmarried agricultural workers (i.e., 

life-cycle servants). 

Like many other rural societal structures, the life-cycle service system started to 

lose its significance during industrialization. New forms of employment meant 

that working in another household and later establishing one’s own farm was no 

longer the only career and life course available. This resulted in young adults 

leaving home at a progressively more advanced age, as no early route out of the 

parental home replaced the life-cycle service system in the industrializing 

society. However, the gradual increase in the home-leaving age from the 1880s 

on meant that a closer relationship was formed between age upon leaving home 

and age at first marriage.  

From the interwar years and onwards (ca. 1920–1959), a new model, in the 

article called ‘the industrial model’, became dominant. In this model, the primary 

determinant of home-leaving was marriage. In the industrial model, young adults 

lived in the parental home while working outside it until they could marry and 

establish a household of their own. The labor market was more heterogeneous 

than during the previous model, as industrialization led to an expansion of the 

second and tertiary economic sectors. Meaning that the first—predominantly 

agricultural—sector was no longer dominant. The industrial model entailed both 

a decrease in the age at home-leaving and the age of first marriage, as the 

socioeconomic development (new occupations and better earnings potential in 

the growing secondary and tertiary sectors) meant that the working class could 

establish independent households earlier than before.  

The two models described in the article (and the transition time between them) 

not only indicate a change in the timing, but also a change in the nature of home-

leaving. The extended period of youth that was part of the life-cycle service 

system of the pre-industrial model disappeared as marriage and household 

formation started to occur at progressively earlier ages during the industrial 

model.  

The results of this article highlight the complex interplay between demographic 

and societal development and how changes in the prevailing economic and social 

structures can affect behaviors across regions, class boundaries, and gender. 
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Paper III  
 

Sundvall, S., Junkka, J. (2024). Better off in the city? Economic outcomes of 

rural out-migration in Sweden—sibling study of cohorts 1960–1984, Population 

Space and Place, (in press) 

The third article deals with the long-term economic outcomes of migration. 

Using individual-level data for cohorts born in 1960–1984, the study follows 

individuals present in a rural municipality in Sweden at age 15, comparing the 

odds of having an occupation (via a binominal logit model) and disposable 

income (via a log-linear model) at age 35 between those who moved and those 

who remained in their original rural area until age 25. To account for 

unmeasured family-specific heterogeneity, a sibling design was utilized that 

compared pairs of siblings where one moved and one remained in the 

municipality where they were born. Further controls for sex, cohort, destination, 

and education were also implemented.  

The article focuses on whether movers from rural areas are truly better off from a 

socioeconomic standpoint than those who choose to remain in rural areas. This 

question has been the focus of considerable research interest but is also hard to 

measure accurately due to the selective nature of migration. When analyzing 

migration outcomes, there is always a risk of favorable self-selection among 

migrants. Meaning that it is hard to accurately ascertain whether those who move 

earn more due to their migration or whether individuals who are more likely to 

move also have higher earnings growth potential. Via the sibling design, the 

paper aims to minimize the possibility of selection among the migrants by 

comparing individuals who are the most equal-of-opportunity at the onset of risk. 

Furthermore, by also adjusting for other factors that have previously been linked 

to individual earnings, the paper aims to further the research field regarding how 

migration influences the socioeconomic outcomes of rural–urban migrants 

compared to rural stayers.  

The results show that comparing siblings and adjusting for key variables 

significantly decreases the differences in economic outcomes between rural 

movers and stayers. However, moving was still generally economically 

beneficial to the individual compared to staying in rural areas. Moving had little 

effect on the odds of employment (even being lower in some instances among 

those who moved to an urban location), but it had a substantial effect on 

disposable income among those with employment. Education was the single 

most important determinant affecting disposable income, as adjusting for the 

educational level between movers and stayers reduced the relative difference by 

almost 40%. Sex was also an important determinant of the economic outcomes 
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among migrants; migrating men generally fared better than men who stayed in 

rural areas compared to the same relative difference among women.  

Time- and place-dependent structures also affected the economic outcomes of 

migration. By comparing movers destined to other rural areas, small or medium 

towns, or larger urban areas, a clear linear relationship emerged between 

disposable income and the destination's urbanization level, where more 

urbanized destinations equaled stronger improvements in economic outcomes. 

Furthermore, little to no difference between the disposable income of stayers and 

movers to other rural areas could be discerned, indicating that the destination of 

the migrant is an important factor in determining the economic outcomes of 

migration.  

There were also substantial differences between the studied cohorts. The relative 

difference between movers and stayers increased from the mid-1990s until the 

end of the studied period in 2019. This was primarily due to migrating women 

faring increasingly better than women remaining in rural areas. This time trend 

corresponds with a general growth in income inequality between rural and urban 

areas in Sweden during the same period.  

The article concludes that while rural movers are generally ‘better off’ 

economically than those who choose to stay, the outcomes of migration are 

heavily mediated by other factors. While both structural and individual factors 

shape the life course and earnings potential of each individual, the largest factor 

contributing to the difference in economic outcomes between rural movers and 

stayers is education. Movers are generally more highly educated, as education is 

often a primary motive for moves from rural to urban areas in the first place, 

which, in turn, results in higher earnings later in the life course. However, rural 

out-migration also has an independent effect on economic outcomes, even when 

key variables such as education are controlled for. This effect seems to be closely 

linked to general trends in rural–urban disparities, as the relative difference in 

income between movers and stayers mirrors the inequalities in society at large, 

which have tended to increase in Sweden during the period investigated in this 

article. 
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Paper IV 
 

Sundvall, S. (2024). Sex- and Age-Selectivity in Rural–Urban Migration in 

Sweden, 1900–2019 [Unpublished manuscript] 

 

The fourth paper adopts a long-term perspective by analyzing changes in the 

association between age and gender and the propensity for rural–urban migration 

in Sweden between 1900 and 2020. The paper utilizes both historical and 

modern individual-level data to analyze the risk of moving from a rural to an 

urban area by sex and age using discrete-time survival analysis, first in the 

county of Västerbotten, then for a shorter period (1968–2020), for the entire 

country.  

The typical rural–urban migrant has, both in historical and modern research, 

been described as a young, working-age woman. The study asks if this general 

characterization of the rural–urban migrant really has remained static over time, 

considering the profound structural changes that occurred over the course of the 

20th century.  

The results indicate that the general characterization of the typical rural–urban 

migrant did remain largely the same from the beginning of industrialization until 

today. Women were consistently more prone to move from rural to urban areas 

during the entire 20th century up until now. However, neither the sex and age-

specific hazard nor the relative difference between the sexes has remained static 

during this period.  

The relative difference in the sex-specific hazard of rural–urban migration was 

most pronounced during the first few decades of the 20th century, during the 

early stage of industrialization. This is indicative of the male orientation of the 

rural labor market at this time; i.e., the emergence of a more diversified labor 

market in the growing towns entailed relatively better life course prospects for 

women compared to men, which incentivized women to move to urban areas 

more so than men. 

Furthermore, the relative differences in the sex-specific hazard decreased during 

periods of intensified rural-urban movement. Most prominently during the 

1960s. This indicates that during periods of increased rural out-migration, the 

sex-selective mechanism in the rural–urban movement is weakened. Possibly 

due to the structures facilitating large migration flows affecting the entire 

population similarly, regardless of sex. 
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Since the 1990s and onwards, the relative difference in the sex-specific hazards 

has decreased substantially as the migration patterns of rural men have started to 

mirror those of rural women. This gender convergence in rural–urban movement 

patterns is associated with the increased importance of higher education in 

modern knowledge economies. Moves from rural areas are increasingly 

motivated by the pull-factors that access to higher education exerts on young 

men and women. This seems to have reduced gender differences in rural–urban 

migration over time. The change to a ‘late-modern’ knowledge economy also 

means that rural areas are increasingly unable to counteract the pull of these 

urban educational centers, regardless of the gender of the individual. 

The increased role of education on the mobility patterns of rural–urban movers 

can also be found in the changing age profile of the migrants. A general increase 

in the age of the first move to urban areas can be found, which is indicative of 

the changing nature of migration—from being driven primarily by individuals 

looking for employment to individuals moving for educational purposes.  

While the levels of rural out-migration were different between different regions 

in Sweden, general trends were very much alike from the 1970s and onwards 

when we have access to individual-level data for the entire country and can 

compare differences across different areas of the country. In comparison to the 

early stages of industrialization, when the northern parts of the country exhibit 

slower urbanization rates compared to, for example, Scania (Paper II), the period 

since 1970 is much more characterized by a common national pattern in urban–

rural migration. This is indicative of the structures governing rural–urban 

migration being of a national or general nature, impacting rural areas across the 

country in a similar way. This is evidenced by the finding that regional variation 

is of little importance in shaping differences in gender- and age-patterns of 

migration. However, the relative size of out-migration differed between regions, 

indicating that regional variation can counteract the pull of urban areas to 

different degrees.  
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Concluding Discussion 
 

Rural Migration Regimes 
 

The papers comprising this thesis deal with different aspects of rural migration at 

different times, from the middle of the 19th century right up until the 2020s. 

While each paper stands on its own legs, when assessed together and alongside 

previous research, they can provide further insights regarding the long-term 

changes in rural migration in the type of setting exemplified by the rural areas of 

northern Sweden. In this section, the four papers will be discussed alongside 

previous research with the purpose of establishing a general outline of the 

development of rural migration in northern Sweden that stretches from the pre-

industrial agrarian society up until modern times. Here, ‘general development’ 

refers to all aspects that have been described in the papers—i.e., the intensity, 

direction, timing, outcomes, and selectivity of rural migration. The discussion 

will not be exhaustive, as we don’t have information on every aspect of rural 

migration in Sweden (let alone northern Sweden) at every point in time from 

1850–2019. However, by discussing the individual results of the papers together 

and situating them into a continuous timeframe, it is possible to outline general 

long-term developmental trends that would not else have been visible. This 

furthers the analyses of each individual paper and provides insights into how 

society has shaped rural migration during an extensive period of unprecedented 

structural change in Sweden. In the following discussion, I will outline a number 

of migration regimes that have characterized rural migration patterns during 

specific periods covered by this thesis. 

So, what exactly is a migration regime in the context of this discussion? Here, a 

‘regime’ refers to the prevailing economic, demographic, institutional, and 

normative structures governing rural migration on the macro level at any given 

point in time and how this has impacted the intensity, direction, timing, 

outcomes, and selectivity of rural migration. It is stipulated on the assumption 

that general trends in migration behavior do not develop at random but are 

indicative of time- and place-dependent contexts (see the ‘Theory’ section).98 

While each instance of migration is ultimately an individual decision, the 

patterns and trends of the larger population indicate how time- and place-

dependent structures influence these decisions on the macro-level.  

To situate this general development, the different regimes have been linked to 

the larger economic restructuring occurring during this period, akin to the 

analysis method of Leslie Page Moch in Moving Europeans; i.e., the overall 

 
98 Elder, G. Johnson, M.K. Crosnoe, R. (2003). 
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development of migration is periodized in relation to general economic 

development. This is partly due to economic factors being the main focus of the 

papers, and partly because of the close relationship between rural migration and 

Sweden’s structural economic transformation. 

While not the only perspective or analytical framework found in the four papers 

that make up this thesis, macroeconomic perspectives have been central in the 

analysis of them all. This is not a coincidence, as economic disparity between 

rural and urban areas has continuously been tested and linked to the development 

of rural–urban migration patterns. The most central point of departure when 

discussing the development of the first wave of urbanization is, for example, 

how industrialization reshaped the economic playing field with the introduction 

of new occupational opportunities in urban areas. Thus, incentivizing rural 

inhabitants to move to towns and cities in search of improved opportunities.99 

As mentioned previously, economic structures are not the only—nor always the 

most important—structures that will be discussed in relation to the development 

of rural migration over time. However, the central role that economic structures, 

especially industrialization and the growth of wage labor, have had in shaping 

rural migration patterns over the course of the 19th and 20th centuries means that 

it is an indispensable foundation on which to base the periodization of these 

regimes. Looking at the overall picture provided by the four research papers, four 

main migration regimes were found when comparing the development of rural 

migration trends with the general economic development of Sweden from 1850 

to 2019. These regimes roughly line up with the industrial development of 

Sweden, specifically the ‘three stages’ of industrialization as described by, e.g., 

Lars Magnusson.100 The regimes will be briefly presented here but are further 

elaborated upon in the upcoming sections of this discussion.  

The pre-industrial regime (up until ca. ~1880s). This regime was a product of 

rural-agrarian Swedish society and was marked by rather low levels of 

population turnover and few examples of social mobility. However, the 

population was far from immobile, as circulation and short-distance migrations 

were common. This is, for example, evident in the widespread life-cycle servant 

system, where young people would move frequently between employments in 

different households before establishing a household of their own. This regime 

started to be phased out as urban-industrial development took off during the late 

19th century. The subsequent introduction of new labor and life-course 

 
99 See, e.g., Andersson, R. (1987); Edvinsson, S. & Nilsson, H. (1999). Swedish Towns 

During Industrialization. Annales de Démographie Historique, 2; Söderberg, J. & 

Lundgren, N.G. (1982). Ekonomisk och geografisk koncentration 1850-1980; Vikström, 

L. (2003). 
100 Magnusson, L. (2017). Håller den svenska modellen? Arbete och välfärd i en 

globaliserad värld. (3rd ed.). pp. 65 ff. 
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opportunities gave, in turn, rise to new migration patterns. This meant that intra-

rural migration was increasingly substituted by rural–urban migration. 

The early-industrial regime (ca. 1880s–1930s). This regime coincided with the 

development of the first industrial revolution in Sweden, which was marked by 

the establishment of the first modern factories and increased raw material 

production. This development influenced rural mobility patterns from the late 

19th century and replaced the pre-industrial regime, as industry and urban 

employment sectors began to draw significant numbers of migrants from the 

rural countryside to the growing towns and cities. This is the first instance of any 

large-scale rural exodus to urban areas. However, Sweden was still largely 

agrarian; as such, rural-to-rural migration continued to comprise a large share of 

overall rural mobility. In fact, intra-rural mobility increased during this period, 

aided by the development of infrastructure and transportation and fueled by the 

rapid population growth caused by the demographic transition. While general in 

nature, the increased rural–urban movement of the early-industrial regime 

differed in intensity depending on regional factors. In northern Sweden, there 

was a marked increase in rural migration rates, but initially, there was only a 

modest increase in rural–urban movement due to the northern decentralized 

industrial system described in paper I, creating a comparatively high demand for 

wage labor in rural areas.  

The late-industrial regime (ca. 1940s–1960s). This regime emerged as a 

consequence of the urban population outgrowing the rural population due to the 

large-scale rural–urban movement of the previous regime. Coinciding roughly in 

time with the second industrial revolution, marked by mass production, 

electrification, and Fordist principles of production. If the early-industrial regime 

is defined by Sweden’s transition from an agrarian to an urban-industrial society, 

the late-industrial regime is defined by the consolidation and development of the 

new urban-industrial norm. Consequently, the rural–urban movement intensified, 

in both absolute and relative numbers, peaking in the 1960s. The share of the 

rural population engaged in agrarian activities rapidly declined during this 

regime, and some of the last remnants of agrarian-related migration, such as the 

life-cycle service migration, disappeared completely. This development can be 

understood as a consequence of an intensification of rationalization and 

mechanization in agriculture, forestry, and mining that led to the disappearance 

of much of the decentralized industrial wage labor opportunities in northern 

Sweden but also as an effect of political policy decisions that incentivized rural–

urban movement, especially in the northern parts of the country. Nationally, the 

secondary economic sector would outgrow the first during this period. The 

period was also marked by significant expansions in social and welfare 

programs, resulting in a growing public sector, primarily in urban but also in 

rural areas. 
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The post-industrial regime (ca. 1970s up until the present). This regime took off 

as the rural population stopped decreasing in absolute numbers on the national 

level during the 1970s. However, the rural population has continued to decrease 

in relative terms due to rapid population growth in urban areas because of a 

younger age structure, resulting in higher urban fertility than in rural areas. This 

regime is contemporary to the third industrial revolution—i.e., the rise and 

subsequent dominance of the tertiary sector—with increased specialization and 

education of the workforce. On regional or local levels, the intensity of rural out-

migration varies. In many northern Swedish areas, rural out-migrations have 

remained at high levels, and an increasing share is destined for urban areas. This 

period is marked by a rapid expansion of higher education, primarily affecting 

young adults' migration patterns. This period is also characterized by decreasing 

gender differences in migration patterns, as rural men have gradually started to 

adopt migration patterns similar to those exhibited by women. The rural–urban 

disparity has also increased during this period. Rural labor markets have become 

increasingly unfavorable due to continued rationalization in the first and second 

sectors of the economy. These changes have coincided with a contraction of the 

rural public sector and the rise of the third (predominantly urban) ‘service 

sector’. Furthermore, rural wages have started to lag behind their urban 

counterparts considerably. Consequently, leaving rural areas for urban ones has 

become increasingly economically beneficial during this period, as evidenced by 

the results presented in paper III of this thesis. 

 

 

The pre-industrial regime, up until ca. ~1880 

 

This migration regime, as the name implies, was prevalent in the rural-agrarian 

society of Sweden before the advent of industrialization. Therefore, 

demographic, economic, institutional, and normative structures shaped 

population movement. Most notably, the life-cycle service system, as described 

in Paper II. It is unclear how far back in history the life-cycle service system was 

a dominant economic structure governing the supply of agrarian labor and, 

therefore, central to the mobility patterns of the rural population. Therefore, the 

start of the pre-industrial migration regime has intentionally been left blank. This 

does not mean that the regime stretches back indefinitely, nor that all rural 

migration patterns prior to the 1880s were alike.101 In fact, the 1800s were a time 

of profound change in Sweden, even before industrialization. Therefore, while 

 
101 See, e.g., De Vries, J. (1984); Lees, A. & Lees, L. H. (2007); Moch, L.P. (1992). 
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many aspects of rural life during the 1800s had remained largely the same for 

centuries, others were rapidly changing. 

One massive ongoing change was the unprecedented growth in the population 

due to falling mortality, which marked the start of the demographic transition. In 

Sweden, mortality figures began decreasing from the early 19th century and 

onward but would not be followed up by decreasing fertility until the last few 

decades of the century, and even later in northern Sweden.102 Institutional factors 

such as vaccination programs, better maternity care, and economic factors in 

terms of growing agricultural output paved the way for population growth in the 

north. In light of the growing Swedish population, agricultural development and 

reforms resulted in increasing rationalization and expansion of agriculture during 

this period.103 For example, due to the rapidly growing population, the Swedish 

state started to advocate a policy of establishing new smallholder farmsteads that 

could support a single family in the middle of the 1800s. This would directly 

affect the northern parts of the country, as the sparsely populated region offered 

an untapped potential for the expansion of agriculture due to the availability of 

uncultivated land. This resulted in substantial in-migration to and expansion of 

many northern rural communities during the 19th century. The share of the 

Swedish population living in the north increased from 10% by the start of the 

century to 17% by the end.104 The increasing population, coupled with the 

expansion of rural settlements, meant that northern Sweden during the pre-

industrial regime constituted a historically underdeveloped region that 

experienced a steady increase in both population and economic activities. 105 

In the Zelinsky model, the stage corresponding to the pre-industrial regime is the 

so-called ‘pre-modern’ stage, which is defined by relative population immobility 

(compared to later periods).106 This assumption has been disproven empirically 

before,107 but was also not the case in northern Sweden, as is evident by the 

empirical results found in research papers I and II. The first paper investigates 

rural migration rates in the northern county of Västerbotten from 1850 to 1950. 

Here, migration rates are calculated by the number of cross-parish migrations. 

The results show that the mobility level of the rural population of Västerbotten 

 
102 Malmberg, B. (2011). Landsbygdens befolkning: jordbruk, barnafödande och 

demografisk transition. In: Antonsson, H. & Jansson, U (eds.). (2011); Sandström, G., 

Marklund, E. (2019). A prelude to the dual provider family: the changing role of female 

labor force participation and occupational field on fertility outcomes during the baby 

boom in Sweden 1900–60. The History of the Family, 24(1) 
103 See: Malmberg, B. (2011); Winberg, C. (1975). 
104 Statistics Sweden. (2021) 
105 For an overview of this development see e.g. Bylund, E. (1966); Enequist, G. (1960) 

Advance and Retreat of Rural Settlement in Northwestern Sweden. Geografiska Annaler, 

42 (4); Sörlin, S. (2023). Framtidslandet. chap. 3. 
106 Zelinsky, W. (1971). 
107 E.g. in the aforementioned: Hochstadt, S. (1999); Jackson, J. H. (1997).  
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seems to have been rather stable during the 19th century, with in- and out-

migrants falling between 10 and 20 per 1000 inhabitants, only increasing in 

tandem with the general urban-industrial development of the county from the late 

1800s onward. At first glance, this result seems to corroborate Zelinsky’s 

assumption of a rather immobile rural population. 

However, the migration rates presented in the first paper do not include intra-

parish migrations and, therefore, underestimate the level of overall mobility. 

Therefore, the increase in cross-parish migration, which occurred during the 

latter half of the 19th century onward, is most likely an indicator of migration 

becoming increasingly distant rather than increasingly frequent. This is due to 

migration in the agrarian setting of 19th-century Sweden, which, while generally 

shorter, was no less common than during the 20th century. This means that the 

average number of migrations that an individual could expect to experience 

during their lifetimes has remained largely the same from the 1800s onward.108 

This assumption is based on research on shorter migration patterns made by 

scholars such as Martin Dribe and Christer Lundh.109 While these types of short 

intra-parish migrations are not investigated in Paper I, there is no reason to think 

that the northern population was any less mobile than the rural population in 

other parts of the country. While not directly investigated, the results of Paper II 

corroborate this assumption by showing that life-cycle service was an equally 

dominant form of organizing agricultural labor supply in both Västerbotten and 

Scania during the 19th century. 

During the pre-industrial regime, few alternative life-course paths existed for the 

rural population other than remaining agrarian, meaning that the majority of 

migrations were of the rural-to-rural variety, as is evident in the results of Paper 

I. Even when the cross-parish migration rates started to increase towards the end 

of the century, most individuals moved to another rural parish relatively close to 

the parish of origin. Limitations in infrastructure and transportation provided 

obstacles to mobility, especially of the more distant variety.110 However, the 

agrarian economic and normative structures also affected migration behaviors 

and facilitated these short migrations.  

 
108 Dribe, M. (2003a). pp. 145 ff. 
109 Dribe, M. (2003a). chap. 5; Lundh, C. (1999). Servant Migration in Sweden in the 

Early Nineteenth Century. Journal of Family History, 24(1) 
110 Åkerman, S. (1971). Intern befolkningsomflyttning och emigration. In: Nordiska 

historikermötet, Svalestuen, A.A. & Åkerman, S. (1971). Emigrationen fra Norden indtil 

1. verdenskrig: rapporter til det Nordiske historikermøde i København 1971, 9.-12. 

august. p. 77; Kronborg, B. & Nilsson, T. (1975). Stadsflyttare : industrialisering, 

migration och social mobilitet med utgångspunkt från Halmstad 1870-1910. pp. 85–105; 

Moch, L.P. (1992). pp. 127–131. 
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The agrarian life-cycle service system meant that a large proportion of the rural 

population, at any given time, was made up of young, landless servants who 

could (and would) often move between employments. Coined by Peter Laslett, 

the term ‘life-cycle servant system’ refers to a number of similar agrarian 

systems across northwestern Europe where young adults would leave their 

parental home to take up employment in another household.111 The system acted 

as both vocational training for young adults and a way to earn an income to later 

be able to establish a household of their own. Around 10% of the total agrarian 

population was made up of these types of servants in Sweden by the year 1800, a 

proportion that, with all likelihood, increased during the course of the 19th 

century.112 In paper II, we find that in Västerbotten, the share of unmarried 

agricultural workers who lived outside their parental home exceeded 50% during 

all investigated years of this century. This indicates that the system was 

widespread in this part of the country and that the types of short migrations that 

occurred because of this would have been commonplace.  

The life-cycle service system facilitated migration at comparatively young ages 

and shorter distances compared to later migration regimes. Almost 50% of the 

rural population of Västerbotten would leave their parental home before turning 

20 from the 1830s to the 1880s. However, as industrialization began to impact 

the labor market, leaving the parental home became increasingly delayed, 

occurring at a successively more advanced age. Martin Dribe has shown that, on 

average, the life-cycle servants moved roughly every second year in the county 

of Scania.113 The life-cycle servant period varied in length between individuals 

but would generally last for the better part of an individual's twenties, after 

which marriage and the establishment of one’s own household often followed, 

which constitutes a life-course event that almost universally lowers an 

individual's mobility.114 

As shown by paper II, women generally left the parental home before men 

during the pre-industrial regime, thereby starting off their migratory period as 

life-cycle servants sooner. This also led to women generally being in life-cycle 

servanthood for a longer period than men, as the time between leaving home and 

 
111 Laslett, P. (1977). Characteristics of the western family considered over time. Journal 

of Family History, 2(2). 
112 Harnesk, B. (1990). pp. 9–10, 181–185; Wohlin, N. (1909). Emigrationsutredningen 

Bil. 9 Den  

     jordbruksidkande befolkningen i Sverige 1751–1900 : statistisk-demografisk studie på 

grundval af de svenska  

     yrkesräkningarna. 
113 Dribe, M. (2003a). p. 111. 
114 Billari, F. (2001). The analysis of early life courses: Complex descriptions of the 

transition to adulthood, Journal of Population Research, 18(2); Mulder, C. H. & Wagner, 

M. (1993). Migration and marriage in the life course: a method for studying synchronized 

events, European Journal of Population / Revue Européenne de Démographie, 9 (1). 
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marriage was also greater for women, which could indicate that they migrated 

more during their life-course. However, this assumption is speculative, as this is 

not corroborated by the empirical findings of any of the four papers. Women did, 

however, constitute a larger share of the cross-parish migrants, making up 

around 53-56% of the total number of rural out-migrants during this regime. 

Women moved to other rural parishes in Västerbotten to a greater extent than 

men, but also to towns. This is in line with the national trends, as urban areas 

during this pre-industrial period were predominantly female. This urban female 

excess would only become stronger as the country started to industrialize.115 

However, it should be noted that no significant rural–urban flow occurred during 

this migration regime, as the processes of industrialization and, subsequently, 

urbanization had yet to pick up pace in northern Sweden.116 

Towards the end of the 19th century, the pre-industrial regime began to be 

phased out as the socioeconomic landscape in Sweden started to change with 

growing intensity. An agrarian and, by extension, rural life was no longer the 

only option available for an increasing part of the rural population as urban-

industrial development started to enact an increasingly stronger pull.  

 

  

 
115 Thomas, D.S. (1941), pp. 16, 22–28, 138 ff. 
116 As illustrated in Paper I but also in Borgegård, L.E. Håkansson, J. & Malmberg, G. 

(1995); Thomas, D.S. (1941). 
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The early-industrial regime, ca. 1880s–1930s 

The early-industrial regime can best be described as a type of transition period 

characterized by the Swedish shift from an agrarian to an industrial society. This 

regime coincides with the initial so-called first industrial revolution in Sweden; 

i.e., the start of modern factory production, early mechanization, and a rapid 

expansion of wage labor.117 In northern Sweden, this development first began in 

earnest during the last decades of the 19th century. Consequently, the pre-

industrial patterns in rural migration started to change. Most notable was the 

rapid increase in rural–urban migration, which, up until now, had only 

constituted a fraction of rural movements.  

However, increased rural–urban migration was not the only way in which rural 

migration would change due to industrialization. For example, the overall 

distances of migrations increased, as described in Paper I. In essence, 

developments in infrastructure and technology helped facilitate the movement of 

both people and information, leading to increased migration distance. While it is 

doubtful whether this development led to an increase in the total number of rural 

migrations (as discussed in the section above), it increased the number of 

migrations on the regional, rather than local, level, as made evident in Paper I.  

Despite the increase of rural out-migrations, the developing migration trends did 

not adversely affect northern rural areas to any considerable extent during this 

regime. This is partly due to the still limited volume of rural–urban migrants 

(compared to the number of rural–rural migrations), and partly due to the strong 

natural population growth that occurred in the rural areas of Northern Sweden 

during this regime. The population growth was a direct result of high fertility 

rates and low mortality rates, corresponding with the second and third stages of 

the demographic transition. Fertility levels would remain at high levels for even 

longer in northern Sweden, compared to the south, due to a regional lag in the 

demographic transition.118 Therefore, while urban areas grew rapidly in size and 

influence during this regime, the rural population still constituted a majority 

throughout its duration, as parity between the rural and urban populations was 

only reached in the 1930s.119 

Due to the still substantial rural-agrarian population, the structures and norms 

governing rural movement during the pre-industrial regime were not simply 

removed by an alternative set of structures and norms in an instant but were 

slowly replaced as society became increasingly more urban over the course of 

the first half of the 20th century. The early-industrial regime is, therefore, best 

understood as a period wherein the old rural-agricultural structures governing 

 
117 Magnusson, L. (2017). pp. 71-72.  
118 Sandström, G. & Marklund, M. (2019). 
119 Svanström, S. (2015). 
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rural migration, such as the life-cycle system, were gradually exchanged for new 

urban-industrial ones. This regime’s characteristic as a transition period is also 

evident in paper II. The time span of the early-industrial regime also makes up 

the transition period between the two main models of home-leaving described in 

this paper. Much like the general rural migration regimes that we are exploring 

here, this period was marked by a transition from a home-leaving model based in 

the rural-agrarian society where individuals left the parental home at a young 

age, prior to reaching age 20, and a newer industrial model of home-leaving 

where marriage would become an increasingly more important determinant of 

home leaving. This meant that the age when an individual experienced their first 

move increased substantially and, in general, happened sometime in their 

twenties rather than during their teenage years. This change between models of 

home leaving was not instantaneous, leading to a period of overlap between the 

old and new models. It was only in the late 1930s, when the fertility decline 

shifted into the baby boom period, and age at first marriage started to decline 

substantially, that the trend of delayed home-leaving came to an end and even 

rebounded, although never reaching the low levels found during the pre-

industrial regime. 

While the rate of rural–urban migration started to increase during the late 1800s, 

the rate of urbanization in northern Sweden was generally lower than in the 

southern parts of the country. In paper I, it is argued that the economic 

foundation of northern Sweden initially counteracted or introduced inertia to the 

national trend of growing rural–urban migration flows. As the dominant 

industries that developed in the northern part of the country were predominantly 

centered around raw material production—chiefly timber production, but also 

mining and hydroelectricity—the industrial development of northern Sweden 

necessitated both a concentrated and dispersed industrial workforce. A 

concentrated industrial workforce was needed in the factories (sawmills, etc.) 

situated in or near urban areas, while a dispersed workforce was needed in rural 

areas to extract and transport the raw materials (in the case of the timber 

industry, this meant the felling and floating of timber). The results of Paper I 

indicate that this decentralized industrialization of northern Sweden was an inert 

force in the rural–urban migration flows, as the development of wage labor 

opportunities in rural areas worked as a counterweight to the increasing pull 

exerted by the growing towns. This, in turn, helps to explain the slower 

urbanization rate in northern Sweden compared to the national average.  

The rural–urban inertia was primarily noticeable among men, as the 

decentralized industrialized sectors were male-dominated. While women also 

previously made up the majority of rural–urban migrants, industrialization 

initially increased this difference. In fact, this period is marked by the largest 

sex-specific differences regarding the risk of rural–urban migration during the 

entire 20th century, as explored in Paper IV. The large sex discrepancy might 
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seem odd, as the growing urban industries were also predominantly male-

dominated.120 However, growing urban areas also inevitably led to the 

emergence of female-dominated labor, primarily maid services of different 

kinds. The female-oriented urban labor market would also quickly outgrow its 

rural counterpart in terms of labor diversity and wages.121  

During the early-industrial regime, important new patterns in rural migration 

behavior emerged that have, so far, been overlooked in the thesis. The first, more 

general, aspect is emigration. More than one million Swedes emigrated during 

the late 19th and early 20th century, primarily destined for North America. This 

large exodus primarily consisted of rural folk. While this thesis only deals with 

internal migration, it is important to keep in mind that as new internal migration 

regimes emerged, they were followed by an increased rate of rural emigration. 

This is indicative of the technological and economic developments of the time, 

which allowed people and information to travel ever greater distances at a greater 

speed than before in an increasingly interconnected world. However, it is also 

indicative of the widespread rural poverty that developed in Sweden due to both 

rapid population growth and capital concentration in the agricultural sector, 

fueling a proletarianization of a growing segment of the Swedish rural 

population during the second half of the 19th century.122 This incentivized rural 

out-migration to any destination that, at least in the mind of the migrant, could 

offer opportunities for a better life than remaining in rural areas, whether this led 

them to a town in Sweden or a boat to the Americas.123 Until the interwar period, 

emigration was, however, less pronounced in northern Sweden compared to the 

rest of the country, possibly due to the decentralized character of the region's 

industrialization but also because land availability was much more ample in the 

northern part of the country.124  

The second overlooked aspect in the context of rural migration, specifically in 

northern Sweden, is the rural expansion that occurred in this part of the country 

 
120 An important exception was the textile industry. However, this type of industry was 

very marginal in northern Sweden. See: Edvinsson, S. & Nilsson, H. (1999); Horgby, B. 
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121 Kyle, G. (1987) kvinnoliv i staden II. In: G. Kyle (ed.). (1987) Handbok i svensk 

kvinnohistoria; Lim, L. L.  
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Mason, K. & Sogner, S.  

(eds.). (1993) Women’s Position and Demographic Change; Losman, B. (1987). 

Kvinnoliv på landet. In: G.  

Kyle (ed.). (1987); Vikström, L. (2003) pp. 34–37, 246-279. 
122 Winberg, C. (1975)  
123 For an overview of the Swedish emigration to the US, see Barton, H. A. (1994). A folk 

divided : homeland Swedes and Swedish Americans, 1840–1940. 
124 See: Statistics Sweden. (1969). pp. 120–140. 
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for much of the 19th and early 20th centuries. While mentioned in the previous 

subsection, it deserves further consideration in this temporal context. Fueled by a 

rapidly growing population and economically liberal laissez-faire politics, the 

Swedish state adopted policies of issuing grants and loans, as well as transferring 

state-owned land for private enterprises in northern Sweden during the 19th 

century.125 This was both for the benefit of companies but also for the peasantry, 

as it made expanding or establishing new smallholder farmsteads that could 

support a single family possible. Beginning in 1904, the government started 

issuing loans for the establishment of new smallholder farms. The subsequent 

expansion of farmsteads happened primarily in the northernmost parts of Sweden 

(primarily in the counties of Västerbotten and Norrbotten). These policies, in 

combination with the growing pressure of an increasing population, resulted in a 

sharp increase in subsistence-based family farm households in the north of 

Sweden during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.126 This led to 

many northern rural areas expanding during much of the early-industrial regime, 

both demographically and territorially. The rural north was (on a regional scale) 

experiencing a period of expansion simultaneous to the development of a new 

migration regime that set Sweden on the trajectory away from a traditional rural 

agrarian society to an urban-industrial one. 

 

 

The late-industrial regime, ca. 1940s–1960s 

The late-industrial regime is the result of the migration trends of the early-

industrial regime. The period started just as monumental shifts occurred in 

Swedish society. For the first time in history, more people resided in towns and 

cities rather than in rural areas.127 This meant that rural areas would take on a 

more peripheral role than before, reinforcing existing rural–urban migration 

trends. The period also coincides with the second industrial revolution in 

Sweden, signifying the move away from the earliest forms of factory production 

into more Fordist, rationalized, and streamlined (mass) production. Steam was 

replaced by electricity and combustion, and most of the working population were 

engaged in wage labor.128 

While the early-industrial period can be characterized by a societal 

transformation from agrarian to industrial society, the late-industrial period is the 

 
125 Morell, M. (2011). 
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full realization of this society. This regime is partly covered by papers I, II, and 

IV. In all these papers, the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s are decades of increasingly 

different trends in migration patterns compared to the early 20th century, most 

notably, the disappearance of any pre-industrial migration patterns that had 

lingered during the previous regime. This is exemplified by the disappearance of 

the inert effect of northern Sweden's decentralized industrial system on rural–

urban movement. Rationalization, e.g., via mechanization, in decentralized 

industrial sectors meant that the availability of rural industrial labor would 

decline sharply in each subsequent decade.129 At the same time, agriculture 

would lose its role as the rural economic base, engaging progressively fewer 

people over time. 

This decline in the rural labor market was also met with an expansion of the 

urban-industrial sectors. The 1950s and 1960s were characterized by increased 

productivity and economic growth. The national GDP increased rapidly, and 

inflation remained stable at very low levels during a period often referred to as 

‘the golden years’ in hindsight. The first economic sector decreased in 

importance as the second experienced a boom during the post-war period. The 

Swedish industry, therefore, experienced an expansive phase, with the 

production of cars and a substantial shipyard industry, as well as the building of 

nuclear power and other highly technical industrial endeavors.130  

Therefore, macroeconomic development worked in two ways; by reinforcing 

rural–urban migration through the expansion of the urban economy and via the 

decrease of the rural. The effects are illustrated in both papers I and IV, as the 

results show how the proportion of rural, working-age residents in Västerbotten 

who migrated to urban areas increased sharply from the 1940s on.  

During this regime, rural areas in northern Sweden also stopped expanding. 

Government support for the establishment of new smallholder farms disappeared 

as a consequence of new agricultural policies enacted by the ruling Swedish 

Social Democratic Party, which promoted fewer but larger production units.131 

The ceased expansion and increased out-migration from rural areas in northern 

Sweden were coupled with declining fertility levels, which in the case of 

northern Sweden converged with the rest of the country.132 This led to a weaker 

natural increase among the rural population. The continuous and increasing out-

migration of this regime would, therefore, start to adversely affect rural areas in 

 
129 Ager, B. (2014). pp. 19–33; Hjelm, J. (1991). pp. 64–87. 
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northern Sweden. Therefore, while the rural population of all northern Swedish 

counties had continuously increased since the year 1800, a negative population 

trend manifested after the 1930s.133  

The most intense period of rural out-migration in northern Sweden during the 

entire investigated period was the 1960s. Unprecedented numbers of rural 

residents left the countryside in northern Sweden and moved either to urban 

areas along the coast, but even more so to urban areas in the southern parts of the 

country.134 This is illustrated in paper IV, where the 1960s marks the decade 

where the hazards—i.e., the risk of moving from a rural to an urban area—

peaked. The mass exodus of the 1960s was partly the culmination of the 

economic factors mentioned above, but it was also (in no small part) the result of 

active policy. From 1957 until the early 1970s, the Rehn-Meidner model was a 

cornerstone of the economic policies of the Swedish Social Democratic Party. 

Developed by the two economists (Gösta Rehn and Rudolf Meidner) at the 

Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO), the model advocated “an active 

labor-market policy, a wage policy of solidarity and a restrictive macroeconomic 

policy to combine full employment with fair wages, price stability, and high 

economic growth.”135 A fundamental aspect of achieving all these goals was 

increased mobility in the labor market—both occupational mobility, from 

declining to rapidly expanding sectors (i.e., agriculture to industry), and 

geographical mobility, from areas with low labor demand and wages to areas 

with high labor demand and wages. One way of achieving increased mobility 

was via the issuing of allowances to cover expenses related to job-related 

relocation. There were also migration-stimulating policies that directly targeted 

the northernmost counties (Västernorrland, Jämtland, Västerbotten, and 

Norrbotten). These policies were mainly centered around the redemption of 

property, enabling individuals to sell off their homes even in areas of low 

housing demand if they moved for occupational purposes.136  

These policies, therefore, stimulated already increasing rural–urban movement, 

which subsequently reached unprecedented levels, especially in northern 

Sweden. In essence, the policies benefitted southern urban areas at the expense 

of northern rural areas.137 This development is illustrated in paper IV, where the 

1960s marked a radical increase in the proportion of the rural population that at 

least once in their life migrated to urban areas. The rapidly increasing rural out-
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migration during this regime, especially in the 1960s, meant that the issue of 

rural depopulation began to be discussed both academically and in society at 

large.138 Interest groups such as Norrlandsförbundet formed in northern Sweden, 

under the slogan of “we’re staying put” (sv. Vi flytt’ int’) aimed to counteract, or 

at least raise awareness, of the ongoing depopulation caused by what had 

colloquially come to be referred to as the “pack up and move” policies (sv. 

flyttlasspolitiken).139 The relocation allowances would, however, remain in place 

until the early 1970s.  

During the large-scale out-migration during late-industrial regime, sex-specific 

differences among rural out-migrants decreased. The diminishment in rural male-

dominated labor markets meant that men were becoming more likely to leave 

rural areas. The large exodus of rural inhabitants in northern Sweden during the 

1960s marks the time of the absolute lowest sex differences in migration hazards 

during the entire 20th century and still has not been surpassed since. This 

indicates that the active policies pertaining to relocation led men to become 

almost as likely to leave rural areas as women, as illustrated in Paper IV.  

The regime also marks the definitive fall of any lingering migration patterns 

based on an agrarian economic foundation. This is exemplified by the definitive 

disappearance of any remanence of the life-cycle service system and subsequent 

domination of the industrial model of home-leaving found in paper II. During 

this model, home-leaving once again shifted toward progressively earlier ages, 

becoming more intrinsically connected to the timing of marriage. The economic 

progress during this period facilitated a downward trend in both these life-course 

events, as better earnings among the working class made earlier household forms 

possible.140 However, this does not seem to have affected the typical age of 

leaving rural areas for urban ones to any substantial degree, as this still mostly 

occurred during one’s early twenties. However, the risk of rural–urban migration 

also increased among older age groups (25+) during this time, indicating that 

people of all ages chose to leave rural areas to a greater extent than before during 

this regime.  
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The post-industrial regime ca. 1970–present 

 

The post-industrial regime began after rural out-migration peaked during the 

preceding decades. It coincided with the third industrial revolution, characterized 

by the expansion and later dominance of the tertiary sector, increased 

specialization of the workforce, and the rapid expansion of higher education. 

Rural out-migration decreased during the 1970s and 1980s, breaking the trend 

whereby rural out-migration, and especially rural–urban migration, had increased 

each successive decade since the start of the century. In fact, the rural population 

of Sweden stopped decreasing at a national level during the 1970s.141 While 

rural-urban migration subsequently once again increased during the 1990s, the 

migration flows are generally less intensive than during the previous regime. 

However, there is substantial regional and local variation in this pattern. In 

northern Sweden, many regions have continued to experience depopulation, 

primarily due to comparatively high levels of rural out-migration.142 The 

selective mechanism of migration has also continued to affect northern rural 

populations adversely in terms of substantial out-migration of individuals aged 

≤25, with effects ranging from accelerated aging to a worsened foundation for 

local services and general economic activity.143  

The post-industrial regime started to take form during the economic crises 

caused by the hike in oil prices in the early 1970s. The crises resulted in a sharp 

drop in economic growth and increased unemployment during most of the 

decade, which resulted in extensive restructuring and rationalization of the 

Swedish industry, which in turn lowered demand for lower-skilled labor in the 

industry.144 Sectors such as textile production and shipbuilding moved to low-

cost countries, and the industries that adapted to the crisis of the 1970s did so by 

sharp increases in productivity, which meant increased demands for better 

education in the workforce.145 Worsening labor market conditions compared to 

the 1960s meant that a higher share of the young who wanted to establish 

themselves in the labor market in the 1970s had to opt for higher levels of 

education compared to earlier cohorts. Comparing the cohorts that turned 30 
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years of age in 1964 with those that reached the same age in 1974, the share of 

all individuals with tertiary education almost doubled, from 16% to 30%.146 

These are the first Swedish steps towards what has been referred to as a 

‘knowledge economy’.147 Industrial growth during this period shifted towards 

more knowledge-intense sectors such as telecommunications and the 

pharmaceutical sector, which required higher qualifications than what had been 

the case in the secondary sector. In addition, growth in the tertiary sector also 

became more knowledge intense, such as banking and IT/software sectors that 

grew rapidly in the 1980s onward.148 These macroeconomic changes that have 

characterized development since the 1970s have resulted in increasing demand 

for a more educated workforce, and throughout this period corresponding 

declines in primary education and increases in secondary and tertiary education 

have occurred in the cohorts that entered the labor market since.149  

In light of this structural development, the determinants of rural migration also 

changed during this regime. While labor opportunities had previously been the 

primary driver of rural out-migration, education began to take over this role, 

especially since the 1990s.150 This is indicated by the overarching age pattern of 

rural–urban migrants shown in paper IV. The period is marked by a decline in 

the hazard of moving in the age span of 15–19 combined with a much sharper 

increase in the age span of 19–23 than during the previous period, indicating that 

migration from rural areas now mostly occurs as an individual transition from 

upper secondary education to tertiary education. 

One other major change is the tendency for a gender convergence in the 

propensity for rural–urban moves, which initially increased after the massive 

outflow of the 1960s. This has been especially evident since the economic crisis 

of the 1990s (see paper IV). This is also interpreted as an indication of the 

increasing role of education-fueled migration. In this regime, the labor market is 

no longer the dominating factor influencing rural migration patterns. Therefore, 

gendered differences between rural and urban labor opportunities have become 

less important in shaping the migration behavior between men and women. 

Subsequently, both sexes have adopted similar migration patterns at similar ages, 
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primarily destined for urban centers that can provide higher education. However, 

women are still more likely to leave rural areas, which is in line with the 

previous argument, as they are also more likely to progress to tertiary education. 

Since 1977, women have comprised the majority of students at Swedish 

universities.151 

Apart from a movement to a higher degree of skilled labor in the workforce, 

facilitating a rapid expansion of higher education during this regime, the period 

is also marked by rapid growth in the urban third ‘service’ sector. This expansion 

has mainly benefitted urban areas, as the lower population density of rural areas 

is less ideal in regard to service-related economic activities. Simultaneously, 

globalization and rationalization have led to a diminishment in the rural labor 

market, which had developed since the move away from agriculture in the 

middle of the 20th century. Predominantly, this has led to fewer job 

opportunities in rural manufacturing and in the rural public sector.152  

The increased rural out-migration due to educational attainment and the 

diminishment of the rural labor market over time have led to peripheral rural 

areas once again experiencing adverse effects of rural out-migration.153 However, 

this trend is not as apparent in peri-urban rural areas which, on the contrary, have 

experienced positive net migration and an overall increase in population, as they 

can offer both cheaper housing and proximity to the urban job and service 

markets.154 The general economic development during this regime has led to an 

increase in regional inequality. This inequality exists on a continuum stretching 

from most metropolitan and urban to most peripheral and rural.155 This inequality 

and how it plays out on the individual level for rural movers and stayers is 

further explored in paper III.  

Alongside the general increase in regional inequality, a greater disparity between 

rural migrants and those who choose to remain in rural areas has developed since 

the 1990s in terms of how migration impacts income development. The disparity 

between the movers and stayers increased substantially over this period and 
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remains significant even after adjusting for familial background and educational 

level. However, disparity in education was also shown to be the largest 

determinant of the total difference in income between those who move from rural 

areas and those who choose to remain behind. Furthermore, this trend has a clear 

relationship to the urbanization rate of the destination, with individuals moving 

to large urban metropolitan areas being the most well-off, and those who move 

to other rural areas faring the worst among the out-migrants. Therefore, while 

not being as adversely affected directly by migration rates anymore, rural areas 

and rural folk have become comparatively worse off compared to their urban 

counterparts during this regime, particularly those in peripheral rural areas. 

While not investigated in the paper, this disparity surely also affects the 

likelihood of staying or moving away from these areas, potentially further 

fueling the increasing likelihood of rural–urban migration during the 21st 

century observed in paper IV. 
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The Relationship Between Societal Restructuring and 

Migration Patterns 
 

The long-term perspective in this thesis has allowed a temporal bird’s eye view 

of the development of rural migration to be established which has previously 

been missing in rural migration research. This has subsequently allowed the 

grouping of trends and patterns into different migration regimes. A consequence 

of the long-term perspective is, however, that the development has been 

described in a very general manner that leaves out much of the more intricate 

details within each regime. As such, the historical exposé of rural migration 

outlined in the previous section should be considered an invitation to future 

studies regarding rural migration development (in northern Sweden and 

elsewhere) rather than an end. However, it is a central contribution of this thesis 

in that it provides an overarching temporal framework that for the first time 

periodize rural-urban migration in Sweden into regimes with specific 

characteristics that link migration patterns to societal changes. By doing so, the 

thesis shows how the long-term restructuring of Swedish society have impacted 

rural migration and the characteristics of migrants in a longer and more historical 

perspective than what has been the case in previous research. 

In this and the remaining sub-sections of the concluding discussion, we will 

return to the aim of this thesis, which was to describe and analyze rural migration 

in northern Sweden in relation to the demographic, economic, institutional, and 

normative restructuring occurring from 1850 to 2019. What can be discerned 

from the previous discussion regarding these inquiries?  

The results of this thesis show that the structural transformation of Sweden has 

had a profound impact on rural migration dynamics. Specifically, that the 

intensity, direction, timing, outcomes, and selectivity of northern rural migration 

have undergone changes in direct correlation with Sweden's economic 

restructuring. While this thesis acknowledges the influence of other structural 

factors, it is clear that the general economic development of the so-called first, 

second, and third industrial revolutions are all correlated to changes in rural areas 

in general and rural migration in particular.156 However, the development of rural 

migration is not clear-cut into perfectly distinctive periods. There is a great deal 

of overlap between these periods, and as Turnbull and Pooley also pointed out in 

their study of English migration, there is a great deal of continuity regarding the 

migration patterns over the course of these centuries.157 For example, while the 

age and sex composition of the rural out-migrants have changed over time, the 

changes are relatively small with regard to the very long time span under 
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research. However, in somewhat of opposition to Turnbull and Pooley, I do not 

regard these changes to be indicative of long-standing continuity in rural 

migration behavior. The results of this thesis show that changing structural 

conditions not only had an impact on the intensity of migration and the 

destination of migrants but also on the age and sex selectivity of the out-

migrants. Swedish society, in general, and rural areas, in particular, underwent a 

radical transformation during the period investigated. For example, there are 

starkly different challenges and benefits attached to moving from a rural to an 

urban area in 1850 as compared to 1950, or indeed 2020. Therefore, I argue, 

much like Leslie Page Moch, that it is advantageous to view migration 

development in light of general economic development, as there is a clear (and 

empirically substantiated) link between the two.158 Furthermore, despite the 

continuity in some aspects of rural migration patterns, there are substantial 

changes and variations over time that correspond to the specific structural 

characteristics of the migration regimes that have been outlined in the thesis.   

As has been mentioned already, the development of rural migration in northern 

Sweden reflects the country's journey from an agrarian economy through 

industrialization to a post-industrial society. This thesis shows that initially, it 

was a predominantly rural-to-rural affair. However, as the gears of 

industrialization began turning, rural-urban migration flows increased. At first, it 

was a trickle, predominantly involving younger individuals seeking employment 

opportunities in urban areas with industrial growth, as the decentralized 

industrialization of the region counterbalanced the economic pull exerted by the 

growing towns. The post-war expansion of the secondary and tertiary sectors of 

the economy increased these rates, which have since negatively affected the rural 

north's population development. The close relationship between rural 

(out)migration intensity and economic structures corroborates much of the 

neoclassical theories regarding migration behavior.159 This means that as the 

urban economic structures (referring to labor market conditions, wages, and 

economic opportunities) became progressively more advantageous than their 

rural counterparts, this directly affected rural migration. Both in terms of 

increased intensity and that the direction of rural migration has progressively 

become more urban. With time, this development has led to rural areas going 

from the norm to the periphery. This transition has had a huge impact on the real 

and perceived benefits of living in rural and urban areas, respectively.160 This 

general development can, therefore, be described as having essentially reshaped 

the push and pull factors associated with rural-urban migration during the course 

of the investigated period, from migrants being pulled away from the prevailing 
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and dominant mode of living (i.e. rural living) in the 19th century to being pulled 

toward the dominant mode of living in the 21st century (i.e. urban living).   

The results of the thesis also show that the timing of when individuals move has 

changed over time. During the 20th century, the timing of migration became 

intrinsically linked to urban economic structures, with urban employment and 

later urban education becoming increasingly more common elements in the life 

course of people from rural areas. The outcomes of migration have likewise been 

influenced by the growing economic disparity between rural and urban areas, 

which has led to increasing differences between movers and stayers, e.g., in 

terms of income development. Lastly, urban economic structures have had a 

profound impact on the selection of migrants, giving rise to rapid aging and, at 

least initially, a substantial male surplus in rural areas but as we move into the 

second and third migration regimes, a tendency for convergence in the gendered 

patterns of rural migration.    

All in all, the economic structural development of Swedish society is central to 

understanding the development of rural migration over the course of the last 

century and a half. However, it is hard to entirely disentangle the economic 

structures from the demographic, institutional, and normative structures that have 

changed in conjunction with economic changes and, in turn, influenced 

incentives and constraints to migration to and from rural areas. Demographically, 

the rural population has become older but less sex-skewed during the course of 

the investigated period. The age profile of migrants has also shifted during this 

time. From the mid-19th century up until the mid-20th century, teenagers were 

the most mobile group. However, there has since developed a noticeable lag in 

migration, where moves are aligning more closely with the transition from 

secondary education to higher education. This shift underscores the growing 

importance of education in determining migration patterns, a trend that has 

become especially pronounced in recent decades.  

In terms of gender composition, throughout the period, women consistently 

formed the larger share of the rural-urban migrant population. Initially, this was 

influenced by the burgeoning urban industries and services which opened 

employment opportunities for women. In more recent decades, the expansion of 

higher education and its appeal to women have protected this basic 

relationship.161 However, this thesis has also shown that while women have 

always been more likely to migrate from rural to urban areas, the relative 

difference in migration hazards between men and women has significantly 

narrowed over time, especially during the late 20th century and in the new 

millennia. This convergence suggests a feminization of male migration patterns 

or gender convergence, aligning with the collapse of traditionally male-
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dominated rural labor markets and the increasing importance of education for the 

labor market opportunities for both genders. 

The development of these demographic determinants of migration is also closely 

linked to cultural and normative structures present within the society. The 

‘choice’ to remain rural has become increasingly more active since the middle of 

the 20th century, going against the norm, as most tend to leave to spend at least 

some part of their life in an urban setting.162 This is evident from the results of 

paper IV, where the incremental increase in the hazard of moving from a rural to 

an urban area likely also indicates a growing urban-destined norm among young 

rural adults. Not moving has increasingly become a minority behavior that likely 

goes against the grain of what is expected of a young rural individual.  

It is likely that normative shifts have contributed to this development, 

particularly during the post-industrial migration regime that has evolved since 

the 1970s. Sweden is often highlighted in international comparisons as an 

archetypical example of the demographic patterns related to the so-called Second 

Demographic Transition (SDT). 163 As since the 1990s, Sweden has consistently 

ranked among the highest in the world in terms of exhibiting individualist and 

self-expressive values.164 Consequently, the post-industrial migration regime also 

coincides with significant value changes in Sweden that emphasize self-

realization and non-materialist higher-order needs. Research has shown an 

intrinsic link between postmaterialist values and educational attainment both on 

a societal level and on the individual level.165 In short, societies with a more 

highly educated population tend to express more postmaterialist values, and 

individuals with higher education are more postmaterialist than those who are 

less educated. At the same time, a postmaterialist value system is intrinsically 

linked to economic development and is most prevalent in societies that have 

reached the most advanced levels of economic development. Only when basic 

survival needs are sufficiently met can individuals start to prioritize higher-order 

self-expressive needs. So even if the exact causal mechanisms that link education 

and values might be unclear, the value shift towards post-materialism in Swedish 

society since the 1970s has likely contributed to an increased demand for higher 

 
162 Inglehart, R. (1977). The silent revolution: Changing values and political styles among 

Western publics.  
163 See e.g. Lesthaeghe, R. J. (2010). The Unfolding Story of the Second Demographic 

Transition. Population and Development Review, 36(2); Ohlsson-Wijk, S., Turunen, J., & 

Andersson, G. (2020). Family Forerunners? An Overview of Family Demographic 

Change in Sweden. In: Farris, D. N. & Bourque A. J. J.  (eds.). (2020) International 

Handbook on the Demography of Marriage and the Family. pp. 65–77. 
164 World Value Survey. (2023). Findings and insights -Inglehart-Welzel map. Electronic 

resource accessed 2024-04-24. URL: 

[https://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp] 
165 For a discussion see Marks, G. N. (1997). The Formation of Materialist and 

Postmaterialist Values. Social Science Research, 26(1). 
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education that goes beyond mere economic incentives. To the extent that 

individuals are motivated to attend higher education for reasons of self-

realization and not solely for the sake of economic dividends, this kind of value 

change can contribute to an increased demand for education. In this way, 

normative change has intertwined with increased economic pressures to 

accumulate human capital in ways that likely have increased incentives for 

young individuals to move from rural areas that cannot meet their higher 

education demand. 

Institutional structures have also played a direct role in shaping migration, 

something that Brunnström et al. (2021) have previously studied. The most 

obvious case is found in the late-industrial regime, specifically in the 1960s as 

this decade has the highest out-migration rates during the entire investigated 

period. This exodus was fueled by the active policies enacted in accordance with 

the Rhen-Meider economic model, where active policy incentivized moves from 

rural areas to expansive urban areas of Sweden. However, institutions and 

policies also played a role during the era of rural expansion prior to the 1930s.  

While Brunnström et al. describe this period as a laissez fair era with regard to 

migration policy, the expansive settlement policy enacted by the state in the 

north to establish more small farmsteads can also be regarded as an example of 

active policy rather than an ‘anything goes’ attitude toward migration. Rather, 

the move away from this active policy in the 1930s and -40s is indicative of a 

shift away from the active policies during the 19th and early 20th centuries 

aimed at incentivizing moves to rural areas in the north. At present, a new 

political shift in policy is taking form, and once again, active measures to 

incentivize people to move to northern Sweden are on the political agenda due to 

the rapid expansion of green industries in the North.166 However, this time, the 

desired migration is not one that can provide more population to the rural inland 

regions of Northern Sweden but exclusively to the urban centers along the 

coastline.  

All in all, the structural determinants of migration must be regarded as 

constituent parts of a complex whole. The development of rural migration in 

northern Sweden during the past 170 years has been the consequence of 

economic structures that have worked in tandem with demographic, institutional, 

and normative ones. The interplay between these has given rise to the migration 

flows that have shaped and affected the development of rural areas and continue 

to do so today.  

In summary, rural migration in northern Sweden has developed in close tandem 

with the country's general macroeconomic development towards a ‘modern’ 

urban economy since the 1850s. While it is important and beneficial to also 

 
166 See Westin, L. (2023). 
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consider other structural factors (and how individual-level factors have acted as 

mediators throughout this period), it is clear that rural migration development is, 

first and foremost, intimately linked to the development of macroeconomic 

structures. The structural transformation of Swedish society has changed rural 

migration over the course of this long period, which in turn has had a profound 

impact on rural areas in general. The rural north has, during the course of the 

investigated period, transformed from an expansive region into an increasingly 

peripheral region of sustained depopulation. While the reasons for actually 

migrating cannot be discerned from the type of population data that underlies 

this thesis, it would seem that the initial rural outflows were caused by strong 

urban pull, which has been linked to the developing urban labor markets in the 

early 20th century. However, by the end of the 20th century, there was a large and 

growing rural-urban discrepancy, which might indicate that rural push has 

become increasingly more important in shaping the outflow of rural migrants. 

This is, for example, evident by the fact that those who remain in rural areas fare 

increasingly worse than those who leave, as discussed in Paper IV. How the 

specific characteristics of northern Sweden have influenced this development 

will be further elaborated upon in the next sub-section. 
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Distinctness of Northern Rural Areas 
 

A result of the thesis is that rural migration in Northern Sweden diverged 

significantly from national trends during industrialization, primarily due to the 

region's unique demographic, economic, and natural geographic conditions. 

During the early-industrial regime, decentralized industrialization, centered 

around timber, mining, and hydroelectricity, created a dispersed industrial 

workforce in rural areas. This dual existence of industrial wage labor and 

subsistence farming in rural northern Sweden counteracted the strong pull factors 

of the growing towns, leading to a slower rate of rural-urban migration compared 

to the national average. 

The predominance of male-oriented industries in these rural areas initially 

dampened the rural-urban migration among men, as seen in the early stages of 

the industrial regime. However, during the late-industrial regime of the post-war 

period, these decentralized industrial sectors began to mechanize and rationalize, 

leading to a reduction in rural labor opportunities. This reduction coincided with 

an increase in rural-urban migration, marked by a decline in gender disparities in 

migration patterns. This trend was especially pronounced during the 1960s, when 

the rural exodus was most intense. This shift underscores the pivotal role of the 

interaction between regional conditions and the broader macroeconomic 

restructuring of Sweden on migration patterns, demonstrating the unique 

developmental trajectory of northern rural areas in Sweden. 

Northern rural areas have continued to depopulate since the national rural 

population stabilized in the 1970s. While it is hard to ascertain why exactly this 

is from the empirical findings in this thesis, the large and sparsely populated 

rural north seems to have handled the transition into the third industrial 

revolution with larger difficulties than rural areas in most other parts of Sweden. 

As mentioned, the historical dominance of the first and second economic sectors 

within this region was likely central in this regard. The low degree of urban 

development that was the result of this dominance meant that the region had a 

hard time adjusting to the third industrial revolution during the latter parts of the 

20th century, as the rise of the tertiary, so-called service, sector heavily benefitted 

areas of high population concentration more than sparsely populated regions.167 

Furthermore, the long geographical distances that characterize the rural north 

mean that commuting into urban areas for work is generally a less viable option 

 
167 See: Hedlund, M. (2017). Growth and decline in rural Sweden : geographical 

distribution of employment and population 1960–2010. pp. 54 ff.; Hedlund, M. & 

Lundholm, E. (2015). 
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than in many other rural parts of the country.168 Similar trends of depopulation 

can also be found in other rural, sparsely populated, and (at least relatively) 

geographically large areas around the world. Another commonality between 

areas that have generally experienced these prolonged periods of depopulation 

since the post-war period is that they have been heavily reliant on either the first 

or secondary economic sector and, therefore (like northern Sweden), have had a 

hard time adjusting to the increasing dominance of the third. 169  

With regard to the long-term development of rural migration, some scholars, 

such as Hochstadt and Jackson, have tried to nuance the general description of 

the population redistribution that occurred as a consequence of the Industrial 

Revolution and the urbanization of Europe and North America. Rather than 

urban areas acting as magnets or vacuums drawing in rural folk in a one-sided 

exchange, these authors have pointed to the fact that there was significant back 

and forth between rural and urban areas, with circular migration being 

commonplace rather than a one-directional rural-urban flow.170 Circular 

migration is not an aspect that has been studied in this thesis; however, a 

comment about the relationship between rural and urban areas in general can be 

made. While it might be true that there has historically been, and still exists, a 

large portion of circular migration between rural and urban areas, it would be 

dishonest to call the migrational relationship between rural and urban areas 

anything but one-sided from a more long-term perspective. The results from this 

thesis show that the long-term aggregated trend is rather clear: Rural areas have 

decreased in size (at the very least relatively) as a direct effect of migration-

fueled urbanization. The long-term analysis of migration and rural development 

in this thesis highlights that rural areas have not been an equal part to urban areas 

in terms of the structural transformation of Swedish society from an agrarian into 

an industrial one. The general trend of rural depopulation is, first and foremost, a 

consequence of continuous flows of rural migration destined for urban areas. 

Therefore, at least in the long term, the old analogy of urban areas acting as 

 
168 Sandow, E. (2011). On the road: Social aspects of commuting long distances to work. 

pp. 38-39. Sandow, E. (2008). Commuting behaviour in sparsely populated areas: 

evidence from northern Sweden. Journal of Transport Geography, 16(1). 
169  E.g. in Canada, Spain, Finland and Russia (however, here the fall of the soviet 

economic system in the 1990s played a larger role than the tertiary sector). See:  

Collantes, F. & Pinilla, V. (2004). Extreme depopulation in the Spanish rural mountain 

areas: a case study of Aragon in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Rural History, 

15:2; Heleniak, T. (1999). Out-Migration and Depopulation of the Russian North during 

the 1990s. Post-Soviet Geography and Economics, 40(3); Kortelainen, J. (2002). Forest 

industry on the map of Finland. Fennia - International Journal of Geography, 180(1-2); 

Millward, H. (2005). Rural population change in Nova Scotia, 1991–2001: bivariate and 

multivariate analysis of key drivers. Canadian Geographer / Le Géographe canadien, 49 
170 Hochstadt, S. (1999). pp. 89, 172–175; Jackson, J. H. (1997). chap. 4. 
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'magnets' in a one-sided exchange with rural areas might actually have been 

more accurate than what previous scholars have acknowledged.  

Furthermore, while the long-term adverse effects that migration has had on rural 

areas in Sweden have generally been influenced by macroeconomic development 

on the national level. Regional economic structures seem to have played 

important roles in shaping the ways in which this general development has 

manifested across the country. Since the 1850s, the specific regional structures 

found in the Swedish rural north have acted both in providing inertia to the out-

flow of migrants, as well as facilitating the largest numbers of rural out-migrants 

in the entire country depending on the period and migration regime we examine.  
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Influence on Life-Course Behaviors 
 

The societal shift from a pre-industrial and agrarian society to an industrial 

society significantly influenced individual life-course behaviors related to 

migration. Historically, the agrarian life-cycle service system required young 

adults to leave their parental homes early for work. This model evolved during 

the early-industrial regime as leaving home became closely tied to marriage. This 

reflects broader changes, including labor market diversification and improved 

economic opportunities, enabling earlier household formation and reducing age 

at marriage. This shift is also indicative of a socioeconomic transformation, as 

wage laborers were not intrinsically tied to one place in the same way as the 

farming population.171 While still becoming less mobile after household 

formation, there was always a possibility of packing up and changing 

employment and moving somewhere else. 

The results regarding the long-term economic outcomes of rural migration 

indicate that migration generally resulted in better economic positions for 

migrants. Educational attainment has emerged as a crucial factor during the post-

industrial regime since the 1970s. Education, particularly in urban centers, has 

become a key motivator for rural-urban migration. The examination of age and 

gender selectivity in rural-urban migration over time shows a consistent trend of 

women being more likely to migrate, with a decreasing gender gap in recent 

decades and during the most intense periods of rural out migrations, such as the 

1960s. This shift is attributed to the diminishing gender differences in labor 

market opportunities in rural settings and, during recent decades, the increased 

importance of education for labor market opportunities among both genders. 

However, individual economic outcomes of rural migration have only been 

investigated for a relatively short period at the tail end of the investigated period. 

Such a limited temporal scope has hindered a comprehensive understanding of 

the enduring economic impacts across various industrial phases. Although there 

exist studies that indicate an economic benefit of moving to an urban area 

already during the first phases of industrialization, research into this issue is so 

far scant.172 Therefore, further studies are needed on the temporal development 

of economic outcomes. 

 

 
171 Dribe, M. (2003b). 
172 See e.g., Long, J. (2005). Rural-Urban Migration and Socioeconomic Mobility in 

Victorian Britain. The Journal of Economic History, 65(1); Vikström, L. (2003). Chap. 

4.2. 
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In summary, this thesis shows how regional specificities, economic 

transformations, and structural changes have intricately shaped rural migration 

patterns in northern Sweden over time, with effects ranging from the population 

to the individual level. Over nearly a century and a half, the landscape of rural 

migration in northern Sweden has thus undergone profound transformations, 

deeply intertwined with the nation's economic, institutional, and societal 

restructuring. This thesis has mapped the changing patterns of rural migration in 

terms of intensity, direction, timing, outcomes, and selectivity from a long-term 

perspective. In addition to elaborating on these aspects, a main result of the 

thesis is that it is possible to identify four main migration regimes with 

distinctive features of the rural-urban migration in northern Sweden during the 

period from the mid-19th century up until today. This concluding discussion has 

tried to map out these regimes' distinctive features and approximate temporal 

coverage. The analysis shows how these regimes have been produced by the 

interplay between the specific regional conditions found in northern Sweden and 

the long-term economic societal restructuring of Sweden, from a predominantly 

agricultural society in the 19th century to an early and late industrial regime 

1880s-1960s, into what can be described as a post-industrial one that has 

characterized the development since the 1970s. 
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Summary in Swedish –sammanfattning på 

svenska 
 

År 2007 beräknas vara första gången i världshistorien som fler människor levde i 

städer än på landsbygd. Detta är en dramatisk brytpunkt. Sedan människan 

började bli bofast för mer än 10 000 år sedan så har de flesta levt sina liv på 

gårdar och i byar snarare än i städer. Urbaniseringen (tillväxten av andelen 

boende i städer) av världens befolkning har gått relativt snabbt och är intimt 

förknippad med den industriella revolutionen som startade i Västeuropa för lite 

mer än 200 år sedan. Sveriges urbanisering påbörjades på allvar kring 1800-

talets andra hälft och redan på 1930-talet hade andelen boende i städer överstigit 

andelen boende på landsbygd. Den snabba tillväxten av stadsbefolkningen drevs 

till stor del av att människor lämnade landsbygdsområden och flyttade till städer. 

Landsbygdsmigration har därför varit ett av de demografiska fenomen som varit 

mest betydelsefullt i den svenska samhällsutvecklingen sedan mitten av 1800-

talet, då landet övergick från ett agrar- till industrisamhälle. Denna utveckling 

har också lett till att landsbygdens roll i samhället har förändrats: Från norm till 

periferi. Allt eftersom städernas inflytande och position stärkts. Vissa 

landsbygdsområden, framför allt i norra Sverige, har drabbats hårdare av denna 

samhällsutveckling i allmänhet och landsbygdsmigration i synnerhet. 

Avfolkning, accelererat åldrande och obalans i befolkningens 

könssammansättning är några exempel på hur utflyttning påverkat norra Sveriges 

landsbygdsområden negativt. 

Den här avhandlingen syftar till att utforska utvecklingen av 

landsbygdsmigration i norra Sverige från 1850 till 2019 i relation till större 

strukturella ekonomiska demografiska, institutionella och normativa 

samhällsförändringar. Samt hur individuella faktorer såsom kön, ålder, 

socioekonomisk status och familjerelaterade kontexter har påverkat 

landsbygdsmigration över tid. De specifika aspekterna av landsbygdsmigration 

som studeras är intensiteten (det relativa och totala antalet migranter), riktningen 

(avseende destination men också förhållandet mellan in- och utflyttare), tajming 

(avseende såväl kronologisk tid men också migranternas ålder), ekonomiska 

utfall (avseende utfallen av att flytta från såväl som att stanna i 

landsbygdsområden) samt selektivitet (skillnader i flyttbeteenden mellan olika 

demografiska grupper). 

Det långa tidsperspektivet som anläggs i avhandlingen innebär att det är den 

första i sitt slag att undersöka utvecklingen av landsbygdsmigration från starten 

av landets omvandling från ett agrar- till ett industrisamhälle och fram till idag. 

Det långa tidsperspektivet har möjliggjorts av det unika datamaterial som finns 

tillgängligt för norra Sverige, framförallt Västerbotten, som ligger till grund för 
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avhandlingens fyra delstudier. Genom att kombinera digitaliserat historiskt 

kyrkboksmaterial med nyare befolkningsregister så visar avhandlingen att det har 

funnits olika perioder av relativt distinkta migrationsregimer vilka präglat 

landsbygdsmigrationen. Dessa regimer är intimt sammanlänkade med den 

övergripande makroekonomiska utvecklingen i samhället. Vid 

undersökningsperiodens början fram till ungefär 1880-talet var den förhärskande 

migrationsregimen pre-industriell. De agrara näringarna var samhällsbärande 

och lite industriell och urban utveckling och expansion förekom. Den interna 

migrationen i Sverige företogs därför främst mellan rurala områden, oftast över 

korta avstånd. En tidig industriell regim började sedan etableras varmed en allt 

större proportion av migranterna flyttade från landsbygd och in i städerna i och 

med att den industriella utvecklingen tog fart. I norra Sverige hade denna tidiga 

landsbygdsflykt en lägre intensitet än i övriga delar av landet. Resultaten i 

avhandlingen pekar på att en viktig orsak till den svagare urbaniseringen i norra 

Sverige under denna period var att den industriella utvecklingen i Norrland i stor 

utsträckning var råvarubaserad och drevs av trävaruindustrin (samt i mindre 

utsträckning gruvnäringen och energiproduktion). Trävaruindustrin krävde en 

koncentration av arbetskraft kring sågverk och massafabriker, men även utspridd 

arbetskraft för avverkning och transportering av timmer från skogarna till dessa 

industrier. Denna decentraliserade industrialisering av norra Sverige innebar 

därmed att industri-relaterat lönearbete växte fram såväl i städerna som på 

landsbygd under det industriella genombrottet under det sena 1800-talet, vilket i 

sin tur ledde till att antalet utflyttare från landsbygden till städerna i norra 

Sverige inte sköt i höjden under denna tidiga industrialiseringsprocess.  

Under mellankrigstiden började en senindustriell regim att växa fram. Denna 

migrationsregim var en konsekvens av att andelen boende i städer överstigit 

andelen boende på landsbygd samt att de urbanindustriella näringarna därmed 

blivit alltmer centrala för ekonomin på bekostnad av de rurala näringarna. Den 

tröghet som den decentraliserade industrialiseringen av norra Sverige inneburit 

för urbaniseringsfrekvensen försvann i takt med att de areella näringarna kraftigt 

rationaliserades via ökad mekanisering. Detta innebar minskad efterfrågan på 

arbetskraft inom skogsbruk, gruvnäring och jordbruk. Utöver att städerna växte 

på bekostnad av landsbygden så växte även södra Sverige på bekostad av den 

norra delen av landet. Särskilt under 1960- och 70-talet då den förda politiken, i 

linje med Rehn Meidner-modellen, uppmuntrade rörligheten från ekonomiskt 

svaga till mer expansiva områden.  

Sedan 1970-talet så har en postindustriell regim vuxit fram. Under denna regim 

har högre utbildning snarare än arbetsmarknaden blivit allt viktigare i relation till 

landsbygdsmigration. På nationell nivå har landsbygdsbefolkningen slutat 

minska, men på regional och lokal nivå (särskilt i norra Sverige) så har ofta de 

negativa befolkningstrenderna på fortsatt på grund av ihållande utflyttning.  
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Under hela den undersökta perioden så har unga vuxna och kvinnor varit mest 

benägna att lämna landsbygd för städer. Däremot så har könsskillnaderna 

minskat markant sedan början av 1900-talet. Under 1900-talets första årtionde så 

var risken att kvinna i Västerbotten flyttade från landsbygd till stad ungefär 70% 

högre än för en man, under 2010-talet var samma risk 10%. Även åldern för 

utflytt har ökat något under samma tidsintervall. Från att den första flytten till en 

stad oftast inträffade under de sena tonåren till att idag oftast inträffa under i tidig 

20-årsålder. Däremot så är andelen som flyttar betydligt högre idag än för 100 år 

sedan. I takt med att landsbygden blivit allt mer perifer i relation till städerna så 

har även den ekonomiska ojämlikheten mellan stad och land ökat. Detta 

återspeglas i avhandlingen resultat angående ekonomiskt utfall för de som väljer 

att flytta respektive stanna på landsbygden. Sedan 1990-talet så har de som valt 

att flytta till städer innan 25-års ålder generellt fått en allt mer gynnsam 

ekonomisk utveckling i livet jämfört med de som stannar kvar i 

landsbygdsområden.  

Avhandlingen visar därmed att landsbygdsmigration är starkt sammankopplat 

med den strukturella samhällsomvandling som inleddes med industrialiseringen 

under det sena 1800-talet. Främst den makroekonomiska utvecklingen har 

påverkat landsbygdsmigrationen, men andra strukturer som institutionella (den 

förda politiken), de demografiska (landsbygdsbefolkningens sammansättning) 

samt normativa (förhärskande idéer och normer kring exempelvis arbete och 

utbildning) är också betydelsefulla i detta avseende. Den generella nationella 

utvecklingen har påverkat såväl landsbygden som den migration som är kopplad 

till denna i grunden över de 170 år som avhandlingen undersöker. Däremot kan 

regionala och lokala förutsättningar påverka aspekter av migrationen, såsom 

antalet utflyttare och deras demografiska sammansättning. Avhandlingens långa 

tidsperspektiv har visat att de trender som vi ser idag är resultatet av en lång 

historisk utveckling. Eftersom de som flyttar idag påverkar morgondagens 

befolkningsutveckling så är det därför centralt att förstå denna långa historiska 

process när de utmaningar som landsbygden står inför idag diskuteras.  
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This thesis investigates the development of rural
migration in northern Sweden over a long
temporal scope. Starting in the mid-19th century,
when Sweden was predominantly rural and
agrarian, and up until the highly urban Swedish
society of the present day. During this time, rural
migration has had a profound impact on both
society in general and rural areas in particular. The
thesis investigates the dynamics of rural migration
in terms of intensity, direction, timing, economic
outcomes, and selectivity. Thereby exploring the
interconnectedness of rural migration and societal
restructuring during more than a century and a
half of development.
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