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Abstract
Couples’ residential decisions are based on a large variety of
factors including housing preferences, family and other social
ties, socialisation and residential biography, and environmen-
tal factors. This paper examines, firstly, to what extent peo-
ple stay in, return to or leave their hometown. We refer to
the hometown as the place where most of childhood and ado-
lescence is spent. Secondly, we study which conditions shape
a person’s migration type. We mainly focus on variables cap-
turing elements of the residential biography and both part-
ners’ family ties and family socialisation. We focus on the res-
idential choices made at the time of family formation. We em-
ploy multinomial regression modelling and cross-tabulations
based on two generations in a sample of families who mostly
live in the wider Ruhr area, born around 1931 (parents) and
1957 (adult children). We find that migration type is signifi-
cantly affected by a combination of both partners’ places of
origin, both partners’ parents’ places of residence, the num-
ber of previous moves, level of education and hometown pop-
ulation size. We conclude that complex patterns of experience
made over the life course, socialisationand gendered patterns
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are at work. These mechanisms should be kept in mind when
policy makers develop strategies to attract (return) migrants.

Keywords: residential choice � residential biography �

intergenerational family ties � return migration � family
formation

Gehen, Bleiben und Zurückkommen zum Ort
der Kindheit und Jugend. Wohnstandortwahl
von Paaren zur Zeit der Familiengründung

Zusammenfassung
Wohnstandortentscheidungen von Paaren basieren auf einer
Vielzahl von Faktoren. Dazu gehören ihre individuellen Wohn-
standortpräferenzen, sozialen (insbesondere familiären) Bin-
dungen, wohnbiografischen Erfahrungen und Sozialisation
und die räumlichen Rahmenbedingungen. Dieser Beitrag geht
der Frage nach, in welchemMaße Menschen den Ort der Kind-
heit und Jugend verlassen, an diesem Ort bleiben oder zu
ihm zurückkehren. Zudem wird untersucht, wovon dieser Mi-
grationstyp abhängt. Im Fokus stehen dabei Einflussgrößen,
die Elemente der Wohnbiographie, der familiären Bindungen
und der familiären Sozialisation beider Partner erfassen. Dies
wird zum Zeitpunkt der Familiengründung betrachtet. Es wird
ein Familiendatensatz, der hauptsächlich im Ruhrgebiet woh-
nende erwachsenen Kinder (geboren um 1957) und ihre Eltern
(geboren um 1931) umfasst, mithilfe von Kreuztabellen sowie
multinomialen Regressionsmodellen ausgewertet. Die Ergeb-
nisse zeigen, dass der Migrationstyp signifikant von dem Ort
der Kindheit und Jugend und dem Wohnort der Eltern beider
Partner, der Anzahl vorheriger Umzüge, der Bildung und der
Bevölkerungsgröße des Ortes der Kindheit und Jugend ab-
hängt. Es lässt sich schlussfolgern, dass Erfahrungen aus dem
Lebensverlauf, Sozialisation und Geschlechterunterschiede
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komplex zusammenwirken. Für die Planungspraxis, die sich
mit Abwanderung und der Aktivierung von Rückwanderung
beschäftigt, liefert der Beitrag wertvolle Hinweise.

Schlüsselwörter: Wohnstandortentscheidung �

Wohnbiographie � familiäre Bindungen � Rückwanderung �

Familiengründung

1 Introduction
The importance of the life course for residential decisions
and migration has been acknowledged in much previous
research. Various related studies focus on certain stages
of life and life events (Feijten 2005; Kley 2009) but also
interdependencies between housing and other life-course
trajectories (Willekens 1991; de Bruijn 1999). Fewer stud-
ies investigate how earlier residential experiences influence
later residential choices (Feijten/Hooimeijer/Mulder 2008;
Blaauboer 2011). The bulk of research focuses on moves,
their triggers and destination choices despite the fact that
moves and particularly long-distance migration are rare.
The absence of moves (also called residential inertia) has
not been addressed in many studies. Return migration to
previous residential locations is mainly examined in stud-
ies on international migration (Glorius/Matuschewski 2009;
Vadean/Piracha 2009; Nadler/Kovács/Glorius et al. 2016)
or within Germany after initial migration from the former
German Democratic Republic to the ‘old’ Federal Repub-
lic of Germany (Friedrich/Schultz 2008; Fuchs/Weyh 2016;
von Blanckenburg 2016), but not for other types of moves.
The studies differentiating between staying, leaving and re-
turning often point to the importance of social ties built
up over the life course (Fuchs/Weyh 2016; Nadler/Lang/
Glorius et al. 2016), especially strong and lasting family
ties (Jones/Jamieson 1997). But many of these studies lack
household and gendered perspectives in terms of differenti-
ating between male’s and female’s family networks. Some
qualitative studies suggest socialisation effects on residen-
tial choices through family members (Jones/Jamieson 1997;
von Blanckenburg 2016), a factor which is widely neglected
in quantitative studies due to the lack of data including in-
tergenerational biographies.

Our study aims to fill these gaps. We examine, firstly, to
what extent people stay in, return to or leave their hometown
(hereafter referred to as ‘migration type’). We refer to the
hometown as the place where most of childhood and adoles-
cence is spent. This place is often of great significance for
an individual. Secondly, we study whether earlier residen-
tial moves, parental migration type, the partner’s hometown
and both partners’ parents’ place of residence shape a per-

son’s migration type, while controlling for gender, age, level
of education and hometown population size.

A person’s migration type cannot ultimately be distin-
guished at any point in life, as she/he may return to her/his
hometown at any time in her/his life. We therefore use
the time of family formation to define whether someone
is a stayer, leaver or return migrant. This life stage is of par-
ticular interest, as the location choice in this phase is made
very consciously and is considered to be a long-term deci-
sion (Feijten/Hooimeijer/Mulder 2008: 153–156; Thomas/
Stillwell/Gould 2016: 587). What is more, the location cho-
sen at family formation will be the hometown for the up-
coming generation and may influence the future residential
location choices of that generation, too.

This paper contributes to recent research in five ways.
Firstly, it analyses residential decisions on the couple
level by considering both partners’ biographies and family
ties, which has rarely been done before (notable excep-
tions are Blaauboer/Mulder/Zorlu 2011; Løken/Lommerud/
Lundberg 2013; Chudnovskaya/Kolk 2017; Albrecht/
Döring/Holz-Rau et al. 2019). This allows for a gendered
perspective on family ties. Secondly, we investigate so-
cialisation effects through family members by including
intergenerational residential biographies due to the unique
dataset used. Thirdly, we use the term hometown to refer to
the municipality level. There are various studies that reveal
the importance of social ties and life-course factors on
international migration (de Haas/Fokkema 2011; Yahirun
2014), while other research looks at neighbourhood choices
(Clark/Duque-Calvache/Palomares-Linares 2017). But less
is known about staying in, returning to and leaving places
on a local level. Fourthly, we focus on the Ruhr area, a set-
ting in which our topic has hardly been tackled before. The
Ruhr area is a highly populated, polycentric metropolitan
region, with large labour and housing markets, a wide range
of educational facilities and high transport accessibility. On
the other hand, it is perceived as one of the less attractive
German metropolitan areas, characterised by a relatively
high level of unemployment and a challenging, ongoing pro-
cess of transformation from an old-industrial to a modern,
service-oriented region. Thus, it is a particularly exciting
case study from the perspective of leaving, staying and
returning. Fifthly, we apply a rigorous split half method for
internal validation, which is rarely done in related research.

The topic under study is of great relevance for spatial
planning and policy. Firstly, residential moves are a form of
spatial mobility that is inextricably linked to spatial devel-
opment and planning for housing and other sectors. Under-
standing the factors that shape residential moves is there-
fore crucial for targeted policies. Secondly, distinguishing
between staying in, returning to and leaving the hometown
is equally important for policy and planning. ‘Home’ is
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connected to an individual’s regional and local identity,
social cohesion, political participation and active citizen-
ship (Kranepuhl 2008). The economic benefit of returners
for local and regional economic and demographic develop-
ment has been highlighted in various studies, though mostly
with reference to international migration and internal migra-
tion in developing countries (Piracha/Vadean 2010; Junge/
Revilla Diez/Schätzl 2015). Policy makers often hope that
both ‘staying’ and return migration may help mitigate demo-
graphic decline in rural and economically weak urban areas.
But a deeper understanding of these phenomena is relevant
for all regions as return migration implies not just in-migra-
tion for the region of origin but also leaving another region.
From the perspective of this second region, return migra-
tion is a special form of out-migration and thus of interest
for policy makers, too. In official statistics return migration
remains invisible, making it a particularly important topic
of research.

The paper is structured as follows. The next section pro-
vides a theoretical framework (Section 2). This is followed
by a description of the data and the method used (Section 3).
The results encompass descriptive findings and multinomial
regression models for the three migration types (Section 4).
Finally, we discuss theoretical, empirical, methodological
and practical conclusions (Section 5).

2 Theoretical framework
Following the life-course approach an individual’s biogra-
phy1 can be seen as consisting of several interdependent
trajectories, e.g. employment, residential and household
(Willekens 1991: 19–21; de Bruijn 1999: 156; Elder/
Johnson/Crosnoe 2003). Further, it is assumed that resi-
dential experiences over the life course affect later residen-
tial choices (van Dam/Heins/Elbersen 2002: 467; Feijten/
Hooimeijer/Mulder 2008: 153; Blaauboer 2011: 1646; Al-
brecht/Döring/Holz-Rau et al. 2019). Our study mainly
contributes to the second aspect and thus to the research
strand on mobility biographies and mobility socialisation
(Holz-Rau/Scheiner 2015). In the following, we discuss
the special role of the hometown in people’s residential
biography (Section 2.1), our reasoning for focusing on the
stage of family formation (Section 2.2), the role of adults’
ties to their parents and socialisation through parents in
residential choice (Section 2.3), and the research on return
migration (Section 2.4). These four parts are needed to
justify our empirical approach.

1 We are aware of the conceptual difference between life course
and biography. But here we use these terms interchangeably.

2.1 Hometown and residential biography

The hometown is usually the place where an individual has
spent an important life phase and a great amount of time,
and where an independent residential biography often starts.
Mostly, it is the first residential location and thus the first res-
idential environment which is perceived and appropriated
consciously. Over time, strong attachments may have been
developed to this place in economic and emotional terms.
We draw on the two theoretical concepts of place attach-
ment and location-specific capital to better understand this.
These concepts are often discussed separately even though
they are closely related (Lewicka 2011: 211).

Location-specific capital is understood as “assets that are
more valuable in their current location than they would be
elsewhere” (DaVanzo 1981: 46). Through growing up in
a certain place, children and adolescents build such assets.
This specially refers to friendships and family relations (so-
cial capital with a large portion of location-specific capital).
But it also includes any kind of local knowledge, such as of
the local labour market, housing market, leisure or shopping
facilities. Residential decision making is usually biased to-
wards the hometown, as the greatest assets are located there,
and leaving comes at high economic, social and psycholog-
ical costs. Leaving the place of childhood and adolescence
often means forgoing the benefits of proximity to parents
and other kin, and the economic and social value of home-
town networks (Løken/Lommerud/Lundberg 2013: 286). A
move to a new place can be seen as an investment involv-
ing transaction costs, including information costs and the
uncertainty of the outcome. In contrast, moving back to
the hometown may imply faster adjustment after the move
as previous activity patterns and social capital can be re-
activated easily. Thus, moving back also means lower trans-
action costs but still involves forgoing the location-specific
capital of the last residential location (DaVanzo 1981; Da-
Vanzo 1983).

In contrast to this socio-economic point of view, place
attachment deals with affect (Low/Altman 1992: 4). Psycho-
logical processes based on individual experiences in places
during childhood, adult life or significant events in life may
create place attachment (Low/Altman 1992: 9). Those in-
dividual experiences often involve social interactions with
others, e.g. family members, creating lasting memories and
linking individuals to places and people. Place attachment
interrelates with the individual’s place identity (Hernández/
Hidalgo/Salazar-Laplace et al. 2007: 317) and may foster
self-esteem, self-worth and self-pride (Low/Altman 1992:
10), though there may be ‘negative place attachment’ origi-
nating from negative experiences. Leaving may cause a feel-
ing of rootlessness and alienation while returning may have
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a positive effect on the individual’s mental well-being and
recreate the feeling of home.

The spatial level on which places should be defined is
subject to debate. Several studies suggest strong place at-
tachment to cities rather than to the intermediate neigh-
bourhood or city district levels (Hidalgo/Hernández 2001:
279; Hernandez/Hidalgo/Salazar-Laplace et al. 2007: 317;
Lewicka 2010: 42). In line with this, Tuan (1975: 156) de-
scribes cities as “centers of meaning” that are likely tar-
gets of attachment, as they are clearly delineated and worth
labelling (Tuan 1975: 157; Lewicka 2011: 212). Both lo-
cation-specific capital (especially social capital) and place
attachment are mostly built through social interactions. Hav-
ing resided at a place often (but not necessarily) leads
to high location-specific capital and strong place attach-
ment, as evidenced by Bonaiuto, Aiello, Perugini et al.
(1999: 344–345) and Brown, Perkins and Brown (2003:
268), though causality may be bidirectional. Thus, from an
economic and emotional point of view, living in the home-
town seems to be beneficial despite possible limitations in
the labour market. Yet it should be pointed out that leaving
the hometown may involve benefits beyond educational and
economic achievements, such as gaining independence from
the family of origin, self-actualisation or leaving a deprived
environment.

2.2 Union and family formation

Our study looks at the time of family formation. Union for-
mation (cohabiting or marital) is a significant event in both
partners’ residential biographies, marking a point which
links their lives (Elder 1994; Bailey/Blake/Cooke 2004;
Coulter/van Ham/Findlay 2016) and from which residen-
tial decisions are made jointly. Following bargaining the-
ory, the power of each household member depends on their
individual socio-economic status, associated with level of
education, employment and age, as well as gender role
beliefs (Abraham/Auspurg/Hinz 2010; Mader/Schneebaum
2013: 393). Research has confirmed the male partner’s dom-
inant bargaining position in residential decisions (Bielby/
Bielby 1992: 1256–1257; Smits/Mulder/Hooimeijer 2003:
611–612; Jürges 2005: 25; Cooke 2008: 172), which is
mostly attributed to traditional gender role beliefs, a patri-
archal system and gender differences in employment. These
often lead to males having a higher level of education
and employment, greater age and larger contribution to the
household income. Terms that are often associated with this
are “tied mover” or “tied stayer” (Mincer 1978: 751). These
terms refer to individuals who are dominated by their part-
ners with higher income and better career prospects and
who move or stay with their partners despite individual
losses.

The birth of a child, especially of the first child, is
a significant event in an individual’s and couple’s family
biography and is strongly associated with residential de-
cisions (Michielin/Mulder 2008: 2787–2788). Housing re-
quirements change and residential aspirations become more
important, including increasing demand for housing space
(Lersch 2014: 141) and stronger wishes for home owner-
ship (Beer/Faulkner 2009: 47). Moves are made mostly in
advance of the first child’s birth rather than after it (Kulu
2008: 650; Michielin/Mulder 2008: 2787). Households with
small children remain in the place of residence for rather
a long time compared to households without children (Fei-
jten/Hooimeijer/Mulder 2008: 153–156). Social ties, espe-
cially to both partners’ parents, become more important
as they provide caregiving (Michielin/Mulder 2007: 673;
Blaauboer/Mulder/Zorlu 2011: 608), which is especially
important for dual-earner families. This is why residential
decisions made at family formation are considered to be
more self-determined, conscious and rather long-term (Fei-
jten/Hooimeijer/Mulder 2008: 153–156; Thomas/Stillwell/
Gould 2016: 587).

2.3 Linked lives in families and socialisation
through parents

Parents’ residential biographies may affect their (adult) chil-
dren’s residential biographies in multiple ways. We differ-
entiate between (1) proximity to the parental residential lo-
cation which may influence the child’s residential decisions
and (2) socialisation through parents.

Thus, considering (1) proximity to parents, it is clear
that a child’s residential biography starts at a residential
location that is usually chosen by the parents. Up to this
point, the individuals’ lives are strongly linked to those of
their parents (Elder 1994; Bailey/Blake/Cooke 2004). Un-
til the child sets up an independent household, the family
typically shares the same residential biography. Moving out
of the parental home increases the geographical distance,
but still parents’ and adult children’s lives remain closely
linked. Besides various other residential needs, the choice of
residence considers distance to parental residences and the
required proximity for face-to-face encounters. In most re-
lated studies the units of analysis are individuals (Rogerson/
Burr/Lin 1997; Michielin/Mulder 2007; Michielin/Mulder/
Zorlu 2008; Mulder/van der Meer 2009; Isengard 2013; van
den Broek/Dykstra/Schenk 2014; Kolk 2017). Only very
few studies have examined the residential distance between
a couple (as the unit of analysis) and both partners’ par-
ents (Blaauboer 2011; Løken/Lommerud/Lundberg 2013;
Chudnovskaya/Kolk 2017; Albrecht/Döring/Holz-Rau et al.
2019). They often look at the elderly parents’ care needs
(Malmberg/Pettersson 2007; Bordone 2009; van der Pers/
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Kibele/Mulder 2014; Lundholm 2015). Less attention has
been paid to the role of young parents’ need for child-
care (an exception is Løken/Lommerud/Lundberg 2013;
Albrecht/Döring/Holz-Rau et al. 2019). Close proximity is
a precondition for the provision of childcare. Having chil-
dren increases proximity to parents (Lawton/Silverstein/
Bengtson 1994: 63; Løken/Lommerud/Lundberg 2013:
302). In line with the hypothesis of male dominance within
the bargaining of the residential decision-making process,
research for two European countries has shown that het-
erosexual couples live closer to the men’s parents than to
the women’s (Blaauboer/Mulder/Zorlu 2011: 603; Løken/
Lommerud/Lundberg 2013: 292). However, having young
children decreases the distance to the female’s but not the
male’s parents (Blaauboer/Mulder/Zorlu 2011: 604–607),
suggesting that couples rely more on the support of the
woman’s parents for childcare. A higher age of the couple
is associated with longer distances. The distance increase
is larger to the male’s parents than to the female’s par-
ents. This may suggest that after initial dominance of the
male partner, the female’s family ties and bargaining power
become more important (Blaauboer/Mulder/Zorlu 2011:
607–608).

A higher level of education is associated with greater
intergenerational distance (Lawton/Silverstein/Bengtson
1994: 63; Kolk 2017: 9). Couples move farther away from
parents living in rural locations than from parents living in
urban locations (Løken/Lommerud/Lundberg 2013: 302).
For an adult child the parental home is often but not in-
evitably equated with the hometown. This distinction is
usually neither made in theoretical considerations nor in
empirical analysis.

Turning to (2), there is less research on socialisation in
residential choices through parents. However, socialisation
through parents is a life-long process. Parents may actively
or passively shape their children’s aspirations, preferences,
knowledge, habitual and more conscious behaviours (Ler-
sch/Luijkx 2015: 328), including marital behaviour and rela-
tionship stability (Thornton 1991; Feldhaus/Heintz-Martin
2015), demographic trajectories (Liefbroer/Elzinga 2012),
educational achievement and employment careers (Fessler/
Schneebaum 2012), and social status attainment and eco-
nomic wellbeing (Semyonov/Lewin-Epstein 2001). In child-
hood and adolescence children may experience their par-
ents’ residential decision-making processes and may learn
how parents deal with a move, both before and afterwards.
The individual’s behaviour in a certain life phase may be
influenced by the parents’ earlier behaviour in the same life
phase, as they may have faced similar challenges. This ef-
fect is called lagged socialisation (Döring/Kroesen/Holz-
Rau 2019). Since parents may be asked for advice and
serve as role models, earlier parental behaviour may be

adopted, even if the individual has not experienced this
parental life phase directly or consciously. It has been found
“that those, who moved more often as children and adoles-
cents moved more often as adults and were more likely to
move in response to several life course transitions” (Myers
1999: 871). Socialisation has been proven for homeown-
ership, too (Helderman/Mulder 2007; Lersch/Luijkx 2015).
Myers (1999: 879) finds both direct socialisation effects and
indirect effects through status inheritance influencing the
number of moves made in an adult’s life period. Open ques-
tions remain about which aspects of residential mobility
are directly transmitted and which ones are indirectly trans-
mitted through characteristics which influence residential
decisions (Jenkins/Maynard 1983: 438; Helderman/Mulder
2007: 237). Lersch and Luijkx (2015: 340–341) conclude
that it is still unclear whether aspiration, preferences, knowl-
edge or habitual behaviour are transmitted.

2.4 Leaving, staying and returning

The previous sections highlighted location-specific capi-
tal, place attachment and the role played by the home-
town in building and maintaining both. Studies on return
migration mainly focus on economic issues such as re-
turn migrants’ occupational and wage outcome after re-
turn migration (Piracha/Vadean 2010) and the effect of re-
turn migrants’ (human) capital on the receiving economy
(Friedrich/Schultz 2008; Piracha/Vadean 2010; Dustmann/
Fadlon/Weiss 2011). Other studies on international return
migration stress societal and psychological aspects and deal
with questions of cultural and regional identity and reinte-
gration into the receiving (home) society (Sussman 2002;
Kranepuhl 2008; Kunuroglu/Yagmur/van de Vijver et al.
2015; Chearbhaill 2016). Leaving and returning can be
a strategy to build capital not available in the home re-
gion, and then to return this capital to the home region (or
town). This can be seen in various migration flows that link
economically weak and stronger regions, such as interna-
tional migration, out- and re-migration from/to rural areas,
or East-West migration in Germany (Wiest/Leibert 2013;
Junge/Revilla Diez/Schätzl 2015).

Even if the results on the above-mentioned migration
forms are not fully transferable to the intraregional and in-
terregional migration in Germany we are focusing on here,
there are some notable results. Returners differ from other
migrants and resident population in age, education and gen-
der (Wiest/Leibert 2013; Chearbhaill 2016; Nadler/Lang/
Glorius et al. 2016). Qualitative studies point to the great
importance of the local home, family and an underestimated
socialisation effect (Jones/Jamieson 1997: 3; von Blanck-
enburg 2016: 282–286). Overall, the literature leads us to
expect that residential location choices are influenced by
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earlier relocation experiences and socialisation, the combi-
nation of both partners’ hometowns, social and especially
family networks, socio-demographics, gendered bargaining
processes and the environment (e.g., the labour and hous-
ing market, political framework). More precisely, we expect
individuals who are male, younger, less educated, originate
from larger hometowns and have less experience of previous
moves to be more likely to stay in their hometowns. What
is more, we assume a similarity in migration types between
our respondents and their parents. We also believe that the
place attachment and social ties of individuals and their
partners are crucial for staying in, returning to or leaving
the hometown (for more detailed hypotheses see Figure 3
column B).

A number of research gaps can be identified. Intergen-
erational mobility biographies are rarely studied, and even
more rarely in Germany. They have hardly been consid-
ered together with gendered family networks. The effect of
socialisation on residential decisions needs to be studied
comprehensively, especially quantitatively, including vari-
ous aspects that may be transmitted from one generation in
a family to the next. There is a lack of results on return
migrants in the context of internal migration in Germany.
The role of ties to the hometown for returning is unclear.

3 Data

3.1 Survey design and data collection

Following the literature, we use data that cover many but
not all relevant factors. We take our data from a paper-
based survey that includes rich information on residential
biography, employment and family biography. The statisti-
cal population of this survey comprises first year students in
spatial planning at Dortmund University, their parents and
grandparents. The data encompasses unique information on
both the life course and family members outside the house-
hold, which is not provided by other surveys such as the
panel SOEP and pairfam.2

First year students were asked to fill out the questionnaire
for themselves and, if possible, to interview their parents
and one maternal and one paternal grandparent. From 2007,
the survey was carried out every year until 2017 (Scheiner/
Sicks/Holz-Rau 2014). The data used is in trend form with

2 SOEP (German Socio-Economic Panel) does not provide infor-
mation on family members outside the household. Pairfam (Panel
Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics) does not
encompass such rich information on the residential biography of
the couples’ parents.

retrospectively collected information on the life course. This
paper uses the data gathered from 2007 to 2012 when a fully
consistent survey instrument was used. Until 2011, partic-
ipation in the survey was compulsory and hence the re-
sponse rate is over 90 percent. If a student refused to share
the information, the questionnaire could remain confidential
after proof of completion was provided. In 2012 students
participated voluntarily (due to a change in the examination
regulations), the response rate thus dropped to around 20
percent (Döring/Albrecht/Holz-Rau 2014: 2). Due to the
high overall response rate, we consider the data as repre-
sentative for the statistical population (first year students in
spatial planning at Dortmund University, their parents and
grandparents) but clearly not the German (or Ruhr area)
population.

The sample used differs from national averages in terms
of socio-demographics such as age distribution, level of ed-
ucation and nationality. These deviations can be attributed
to the survey design, which defines the sample based on
the students. However, key societal trends in Germany such
as the expansion of education, barriers in the educational
system and increasing female participation in the labour
market are reflected in the dataset (Döring/Albrecht/Holz-
Rau 2014). The over-representation of highly educated indi-
viduals may result in fewer stayers in the sample as highly
educated parents may tend to motivate their offspring to
leave their places of origin. At the same time, the survey
region suggests that stayers may be more prevalent than else-
where due to the excellent educational facilities. In any case,
we are not interested in the representativeness of marginal
distributions but in associations between migration type and
our explanatory variables.

3.2 Information collected on residential
biographies

The information on the residential biography can be divided
into two parts. The first part relates to early life before the
establishment of an independent household. It includes in-
formation on the place where childhood and adolescence
were mainly spent, as defined by the respondent (munici-
pality name, number of inhabitants classified in seven cate-
gories and country). The age at which the respondent lived
there is thus unclear. For the sake of simplification, we
call this place the hometown. Moreover, the place of birth,
the number of moves in childhood and adolescence, and
the main person(s) with whom a respondent grew up are
recorded. The second part starts from the last residence
before the establishment of an independent household and
ends at the time of data collection. The year of relocation,
the municipality name and municipality size are gathered
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for a maximum of 12 residences, along with other attributes
not relevant here.

3.3 Sample

The dataset used contains information on 960 families. Each
family consists of up to five persons from up to three genera-
tions. The youngest generation in the dataset is represented
by students (954 individuals). The middle generation en-
compasses 926 females and 861 males. The oldest gener-
ation is made up of 812 females and 482 males (Döring/
Albrecht/Holz-Rau 2014: 3).

Our analysis targets the family formation phase. The
units of analysis are couples of the middle generation, as
most of the students have not yet reached the family for-
mation stage. Hereafter they are referred to as the couple
(cohabitating or married) and female/male partners or just
females and males. The family ties included in the analysis
refer to ties between the middle generation and the oldest
generation, hereafter referred to as the couples’ parents (i.e.
students’ grandparents). The investigation period lies at the
end of the 1980s when the middle generation started their
families. The females are born in 1959 on average (standard
deviation 4.8), the males in 1956 (standard deviation 5.8).
The couples’ parents’ average year of birth is 1931 (stan-
dard deviation 7.0) with mothers and the females’ parents
being slightly younger.

One may ask the extent to which decisions made by the
end of the 1980s are relevant today. Firstly, we believe that
local ties at the time of family formation were then as rele-
vant as for later generations. There is no reason to assume
that family ties have lost importance over time. Secondly,
return migration to the hometown at the time of family for-
mation cannot yet be studied for the late Gen Y or Gen Z as
these generations have not yet all reached this life stage and,
thus, data would be restricted. Thirdly, the respondents un-
der study belong to the baby-boomers generation, who are
numerously represented in the population and continue to
make residential decisions that are path-dependent on their
previous residential biographies, which we investigate in
this paper.

Due to the survey design, the respondents’ residences are
primarily in the Ruhr area (and North Rhine-Westphalia).
The Ruhr area is characterised by high population density,
accessibility, a high density of educational facilities, and
large job and housing markets which may increase the like-
lihood of staying in the place of origin, compared to more
remote regions. For this region, our dataset shows charac-
teristic residential biographies. On the other hand, the area
is generally perceived as one of the less attractive German
metropolitan areas, characterised by a relatively high level
of unemployment and a challenging, ongoing process of

transformation from an old-industrial to a modern, service-
oriented region. Thus, it is a particularly exciting case study
from the perspective of leaving, staying and returning.

4 Method

4.1 Multinomial regression and split half
method

We use multinomial regression models to estimate the de-
pendent variable ‘individual’s migration type’ with the fol-
lowing values:

– Staying in the hometown (reference)
– Returning to the hometown
– Leaving the hometown (without returning)

Multinomial regressions are similar to binary logistic re-
gression models but allow for dependent variables includ-
ing more than two categories. We chose stayers as the ref-
erence category as it is intuitive for interpretation and nu-
merously represented in the sample. The coefficient B is
the logarithmic odds ratio. The odds ratio indicates how the
risk of falling in the comparison group (returning or leav-
ing) compared with falling in the reference group (staying)
changes with a change of the independent variable (Back-
haus/Erichson/Plinke et al. 2016: 308–314). For model qual-
ity we present pseudo R-squares.

We rigidly apply the split half method to validate the
model. For this purpose, the sample is randomly divided
into two halves based on the families prior to modelling (n
= 480 families for each sample). The final model presented
is developed with one half of the sample (training sample,
trained model) using an iterative process. The second half of
the sample is used to test the previously developed model
(validation sample, validation model) (Snee 1977; Arlot/
Celisse 2010). The results of both significance tests are
presented and are used for interpretation. We choose to
show the regression coefficient B using the whole sample
(training sample and validation sample) as it is estimated
more accurately using the entire sample size.

In social sciences this approach is not widely used. It
is more common practice to develop a model step by step,
adjusting it to the data used. As the model building pro-
cess is often not accurately documented, it remains unclear
whether the models presented are strictly derived from the
theory or chosen out of a great number of model variations.
Models may vary in the way the variables were processed,
the set of independent variables or other model specifica-
tions. Researchers may tend to choose the model which
confirms their hypotheses or/and allow model building to
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be strongly driven by data. Such procedures are statistically
inappropriate (if not validated with an independent sample),
and may lead to a significance bias in published results.

4.2 Data processing

As noted above, we use information on the individuals, their
partners, their parents and the partners’ parents. Thus, we
use the families with females and males and one female’s
and one male’s parent only. This reduces the number of
cases from 960 to 317 (169 in the training sample and 148 in
the validation sample). The strong reduction is mainly due
to students’ grandparents and, in fewer cases, parents being
inaccessible or deceased. Out of 317 cases, 290 couples are
identified as having at least one joint child and living in
the same household at family formation (158 in the training
sample and 132 in the validation sample).

All respondents of the middle generation individually
stated their number of children and the children’s year of
birth. We used this information combined with the years
of marriages and divorces to identify whether each couple
has joint children and when the children were born. This
ensured that the event of a child’s birth appeared in both
partners’ lives at the same time.

Defining the family formation phase is not as easy as
it seems. We carried out descriptive analyses of the num-
ber of moves and length of residence in relation to the first
joint child’s birth. Our descriptive results show that most
moves are made in the year of the first joint child’s birth or
shortly before, rather than after. Moreover, households with
small children from our dataset remain in the place of resi-
dence more than ten years after relocation, which is rather
long compared to moves in other life stages. These results
are in line with other empirical studies (Feijten/Hooimeijer/
Mulder 2008; Kulu 2008; Michielin/Mulder 2008). This is
why we define the family formation phase as a point in time
two years after the first joint child’s birth, as by this time
most households should have adapted to having a child and
chosen a residence for a long period (for more information
Albrecht/Döring/Holz-Rau et al. 2019).

We define the migration types based on the hometown as
our data show that the hometown is more relevant as a place
of residence than the wider home region. Around three-
quarters of those living in either the female or male partner’s
home region (defined by a 30 km straight-line radius around
the home town) at the time of family formation live in
the respective home town, and only one-quarter live in the
vicinity. We consider the whole residential biography prior
to family formation for defining the migration types. As we
do not focus on a discrete event such as a move, we do
not distinguish between short- and long-distance movers as
a person with several moves may fall in both categories.

Still, making a distinction between short- and long-distance
moves would be of great interest for future research.

To define leavers and returners, we consider all residen-
tial locations with an independent household up to family
formation. Individuals not living in the hometown at family
formation are identified as leavers. Individuals who did not
leave the hometown before family formation are categorised
as stayers. Individuals who lived in the hometown at family
formation but had lived elsewhere as adults are considered
returners.

The free-text entries of places were coded at the munic-
ipality level for Germany using the territorial status of 31st

March 2011. Places abroad were coded on the NUTS-3
level. The dependent variable was created based on the
coded places. The original seven categories of the home-
town population size are summarised into three according
to the BBSR municipality population types3 due to the small
number of cases.

We assume growing up in a major municipality leads to
a higher probability of living there at a later life phase, as
short distance moves do not involve leaving the municipality
due to its larger area.

We define socialisation effects based on similarity (fol-
lowing Myers 1999), i.e. by considering the positive effects
of parental migration type on a respondent’s migration type.
We use the same definition of migration types in both cases.
The parental migration type refers to parental family forma-
tion (which was in the late 1950s). Thus, we investigate
the lagged socialisation effect (Döring/Kroesen/Holz-Rau
2019). Family ties to the hometown are represented by re-
spondents’ parents living there. We distinguish between the
female’s and the male’s parents. We only have information
on one parent per respondent.

As couples make joint residential decisions, we make
use of the information on the partner’s hometown, which
is hypothesised to affect the respondent’s migration type.
We believe that couples with the same hometown are more
likely to stay in their common hometown. We also include
both partners’ parents’ residences. Following bargaining the-
ory, we differentiate between female’s and male’s parents.
As including this information in separate variables leads to
unstable results in the model building process, we create
one nominal variable with five categories combining the
information (Table 1).

We include gender, age and level of education as socio-
demographic and control variables. Due to the small sam-

3 https://www.bbsr.bund.de/BBSR/DE/forschung/raumbeobach
tung/Raumabgrenzungen/deutschland/gemeinden/StadtGemein
detyp/StadtGemeindetyp.html (20.12.2021).
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics of all variables used in the training model

Training Validation
N Valid

Percent
Mean N Valid

Percent
Mean

dependent:
migration type

Staying 307 41.4 252 37.7
Returning 12.7 12.7
Leaving 45.9 49.6

gender male 316 50.0 264 50.0
female 50.0 50.0

age at family formation 316 30.3 30.2
level of
education

Elementary school qualification or none 316 15.2 264 15.2
Secondary school qualification level I 29.7 28.0
Secondary school qualification level II or
higher

55.1 56.8

size of the
hometown

< 20,000 inhabitants 310 33.2 252 34.9
20,000 to 100,000 inhabitants 23.9 20.6
> 100,000 inhabitants 42.9 44.4

number of moves throughout the life course 305 3.9 3.1
Parents’
migration type
at their family
formation

Staying 255 48.6 228 49.1
Returning 5.9 6.6
Leaving 45.5 44.3

Partner’s
hometown and
parents’
residential
location

partner has different hometown; none of
the parents live in the hometown

272 8.8 214 8.4

partner has different hometown; only
female’s parents live in the hometown

18.8 21.0

partner has different hometown; only
male’s parents live in the hometown

19.5 21.5

partner has different hometown; female’s
and male’s parents live in the hometown

2.2 1.4

partner has the same hometown 50.7 47.7

ple, level of education is summarised into three categories
whereas age is included as a metric variable.

5 Results and discussion
We begin by presenting three sections of descriptive re-
sults on the migration types focusing on gender and genera-
tion, couples and parents. The last section introduces model
results. The descriptive results and model coefficients are
shown for training and validation samples combined, while
the significance levels in the model are split into training
and validation samples.

5.1 Migration types by gender and generation

The migration types by gender and generation are shown in
Table 2. In our couples under study (the younger generation,
lines 1 to 3) about 40 percent of the respondents are stayers,
13 percent returners and 48 percent leavers. While males are
slightly more likely to be stayers, females are more likely

to be returners and leavers. In the older generation (lines
4 to 6) about 49 percent are stayers, 6 percent returners
and 45 percent leavers (line 6). Thus, the older generation
is more likely to stay and less likely to return. Compared
to the younger generation, there is a greater gender differ-
ence. Especially, males are more likely to be stayers, while
females are more likely to be leavers.

In the older generation it was more common for females
to move to the males’ hometowns or even into their parental
homes. This was fostered by inheritance of land and enter-
prises through the male line and supported by traditional
gender role beliefs suggesting females were dependent on
their husbands. This was coupled with females’ lower level
of education and participation in the labour market. Both
resulted in females’ weaker position in the bargaining of
the residential decision-making process. These inequalities
are less pronounced in the younger generations. The higher
share of stayers in the older generation may be due to their
younger age at marriage and at the birth of the first child
(implying that there was less lifetime to leave – and return
to – the hometown), or fewer job-related moves. What is
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Table 2 Migration types by gender and generation (training and validation samples)

Stay Return Leave Total
% % % % Count

1 Respondents
(younger
generation)

Females 37.1 13.4 49.5 100 283
2 Males 42.4 12.0 45.7 100 276
3 Total (females and males) 39.7 12.7 47.6 100 559
4 Respondents’

parents (older
generation)

Mothers 44.3 5.7 50.0 100 314
5 Fathers 57.3 7.0 35.7 100 171
6 Total (mothers and fathers) 48.9 6.2 44.9 100 485

more, the marriage market was more focused locally on the
hometown than in the following generations. Finally, some
individuals were forced to escape their hometowns at the
end of the Second World War and could not return.

5.2 Migration types of two partners
combined

Figure 1 combines two partners’ migration types by both
partners’ place of origin (lines 1 and 2 of Table 2). It dif-
ferentiates between couples with the same hometown (lines
1 to 5), couples from different hometowns (lines 6 to 10)
and the sum of both (lines 11 to 15). The greyed-out cells
indicate impossible combinations.

Generally, the most common combinations of migration
types are the ones where both partners leave the hometown
(33 percent; C13) or both partners are stayers (28 percent;
A11). About half of the couples have the same hometown
(132 out of 270 couples; see Figure 1 E5 and E15). 57
percent of these couples consist of two stayers (A1). About
a quarter (23 percent) of the couples with the same home-
town leave their common hometown (C3), while the remain-
ing 77 percent of the couples live in the common hometown
(either as stayer or returner). One fifth (21 percent) consists
of at least one returned partner (B1, B2 and A2 combined).
86 percent of the couples with the same hometown comprise
partners with the same migration types (A1, B2 and C3
combined). This suggests that both individuals’ lives linked
early in their lives and the partners have rather ‘short’ resi-
dential biographies (i.e. few moves) independently of each
other. There are negligible gender differences.

138 couples have different hometowns (E10). These cou-
ples are almost twice as likely to be living in neither of
the partners’ hometowns compared to the couples with the
same hometown (43 percent compared to 23 percent; C8 v.
C3). Thus, only 57 percent (100 percent - 43 percent) of
the couples live in either the female’s or male’s hometown,
compared to 77 percent among couples with the same home-
town. This may indicate that place attachment and location-
specific capital of both partners combined weigh more than
the sum of the individual partners. This may simplify the

decision-making process and influence the residential deci-
sion in favour of the common hometown. Males are twice
as likely to be stayers (22.5 percent; females: 10.9 percent;
A8 v. C6) while females are more likely to be leavers (31.9
percent; males: 25.4 percent; A8 + B8 compared to C6 +
C7) or returners (14.5 percent; males: 9.4 percent; C7 v.
B8). This may point to more complex independent residen-
tial biographies of both partners and thus result in a more
complex decision-making process. One could argue that the
gender differences indicate the weak bargaining position of
females in the household that leads to their tied migration.
It may also be the case that females are more likely to
leave their hometown while unmarried or single and meet
a future husband in a new city, which happens to be the
male’s hometown because males move less at a younger
age (similar results shown for the Netherlands in Mulder
and Hooimeijer (2002: 248)). This may result in the couple
staying where they met. Such sequences may suggest that
females are associated with tied migration and males have
greater bargaining power. However, a lack of information on
the history of partnerships (timing of coupling, formation
of the joint household, timing of leaving the hometown)
does not allow such conclusions to be drawn.

5.3 Migration types of adult children and
their parents

Figure 2 shows migration types by gender cross-tabulated
with the migration types of the respondents’ parents. Per-
centages refer to rows. The grey cells indicate that the adult
child has the same migration type as his or her parent. By
comparing the grey cells A1, B2 and C3 with line 4 and A6,
B7 and C8 with line 9, one can see that within one partner’s
migration type parents of the same type are overrepresented.
This holds for females and males and all migration types.
For example, 57.5 percent of female stayers have a stay-
ing parent (A1), while among all females only 45.2 percent
have a staying parent (A4). Hence, adult children tend to act
similarly to their parents, which clearly suggests a sociali-
sation effect. Although these are only descriptive results,
this pronounced similarity in residential location decisions
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of adult children and their parents is remarkable and has
rarely been shown in studies before.

5.4 Modelling migration type

The theoretical considerations and descriptive results above
suggest the influence of gender, age, level of education,
the size of the hometown, life course, the partner and their
biography, social ties to parents and parents-in-law, and so-
cialisation.

Our model in Figure 3 was developed through an iterative
process with the training sample and was tested afterwards
with the validation sample. The hypotheses are formulated
for each category and mostly in a one-sided manner (see
columns B and F), with significance tests being carried out
accordingly and their results shown for both samples.4 Con-
sidering the small sample size, we reject the H0 hypotheses
up to p < 0.1.

Building this final model was challenging for several rea-
sons. First, the dependent variable is not evenly distributed.
The returners make up less than 15 percent in both samples,
so testing multiple independent variables leads to very un-
stable models especially for the returners. Second, some
independent variables correlate with each other. This ap-
plies to various attributes of the same respondent (e.g. age
at family formation and level of education) and to the part-
ner’s (and partner’s parents’) attributes. Third, the small
sample size resulting from the sample split led to an unde-
tected empty category in the validation sample that could
not be repaired without violating the principle of validation.
This is why there is no significance given in Figure 3; i17.
These issues called for a well-considered trade-off between
a comprehensive model and stable effects.

The model quality given in lines 19 and 20 is relatively
high for the problem under study. As expected, the model
quality is higher for the training model, as the model was
based on the training sample. In the following, ‘signifi-
cance’ refers to cases when effects are significant in both
samples. Other effects are discussed as appropriate though.

The lower the level of education the more likely the re-
spondent is to be a stayer, rather than a returner or a leaver.
The reasons may be twofold. First, achieving a higher ed-
ucation degree often requires leaving the hometown. Sec-
ond, a high level of education often leads to a highly spe-
cialised job which may not be available in the hometown.
The effect thus underlines the consequences of a highly spe-
cialised labour market and the educational infrastructure for
residential decisions. It also points to interdependencies of

4 All three models (training, validation and both samples com-
bined) can be provided by the authors upon request.

life-course trajectories (educational, residential and employ-
ment) and to the importance of experiences and decisions
made for the later life course. The effect is highly significant
for the leavers and all levels of education. It shows a simi-
lar effect for returners but does not achieve significance for
the secondary school qualification level I in the validation
sample.

It needs to be highlighted that a move means forgoing
location-specific capital and place attachment at the home-
town, which is rebuilt in the new place of education. Return
migration means forgoing the newly built-up capital and
place attachment at the place of education. The question re-
mains as to how individuals make sense of the relationship
between education, leaving and returning. On one hand,
a high level of education may be perceived as an opportu-
nity to leave the hometown and become less dependent on
its location-specific capital. On the other hand, it may mean
being forced by the labour market to leave the hometown
regardless of place attachment and having to give up the
benefits of social ties.

Even though gender and age did not show any significant
effect, we keep them as control variables in the model to
adjust for socio-demographics.

Respondents originating from small municipalities (<
20,000 inhabitants) are significantly more likely to leave
than stay (g7, h7, i7). All other regression coefficients (c7,
c8, g8) are positive, in line with the hypotheses. Thus, the
smaller the hometown, the more likely it is that people leave,
at least for some time in their lives. Comparing small and
medium-sized municipalities, it turns out that respondents
from small municipalities are more likely to be leavers (g7
compared to c7) while respondents from medium-sized mu-
nicipalities are more likely to be returners (c8 compared
to g8). This result is relevant because return migration is
mostly associated with rural areas and small communities,
where policy makers hope return migration helps to over-
come demographic decline. This suggests the heightened
attractiveness of large and medium-sized cities in terms of
more and a wider range of job opportunities, but also in
terms of cultural or social amenities. Deeper insights into
the reasons why people leave, stay or return to different-
sized hometowns would enrich the discussions on spatial
demographic developments such as population decline in
rural areas. But one should note that this may be biased
as short distance moves from small municipalities end up
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A B C D E
couple has the same hometown Males

% of E5 Stay Return Leave Total Total 
Count

1

Females

Stay 56.8 7.6 - 64.4 85
2 Return 6.1 6.8 - 12.9 17
3 Leave - - 22.7 22.7 30
4 Total 62.9 14.4 22.7 100.0 132
5 Total Count 83 19 30 132 132

couple has different hometowns Males

% of E10 Stay Return Leave Total Total 
Count

6

Females

Stay - - 10.9 10.9 15

7 Return - - 14.5 14.5 20

8 Leave 22.5 9.4 42.8 74.6 103

9 Total 22.5 9.4 68.1 100.0 138
10 Total Count 31 13 94 138 138

Total Males

% of E15 Stay Return Leave Total Total 
Count

11

Females

Stay 27.8 3.7 5.6 37.0 100
12 Return 3.0 3.3 7.4 13.7 37
13 Leave 11.5 4.8 33.0 49.3 133
14 Total 42.2 11.9 45.9 100.0 270
15 Total Count 114 32 124 270 270

Figure 1 Migration types by couples’ origins (training and validation samples)

in a different municipality whereas a move starting in a big
municipality is more likely to end in the same municipality.5

The number of previous moves is positively associated
with being a returner (c10) and being a leaver (g10) (com-
pared to being a stayer) and is highly significant (d10, e10,
h10, i10). The fewer moves a respondent experienced the
more likely it is that he or she is a stayer. With an increase in
the number of moves, it is more likely that location-specific
capital and place attachment are less concentrated in one
place and more dispersed across multiple places. What is
more, with each move coping strategies for later moves may
evolve. This hints at the importance of built-up, location-
specific capital and place attachment and learning processes
over the life course. Once more, this result highlights that

5 Based on own calculations using area and population data of
all municipalities in Germany and North Rhine-Westphalia pro-
vided by Statistisches Bundesamt: https://www.destatis.de/DE/
Themen/Laender-Regionen/Regionales/Gemeindeverzeichnis/
Administrativ/Archiv/GVAuszugJ/31122010_Auszug_GV.xlsx?__blob
=publicationFile (23.11.2021).

individual residential location has to be seen in the broader
context of former residential decisions and paths in life.

Even though the results are not significant for this vari-
able, we find them remarkable. First, the effects indicate the
direction we expect from the hypotheses and descriptive re-
sults, and this holds for both the training and the validation
sample (not shown here). Secondly, using the whole sample
shows the significant positive influence of parental returners
on being a returner, and parental leavers on being a leaver
(not shown here). Hence, we cautiously suggest that our re-
sults point towards intergenerational similarity and lagged
socialisation. The respondents tend to make similar residen-
tial location choices as their parents did at their own family
formation stage. The reason for the lack of significance may
be in the birth cohorts represented in our study. The parental
generation grew up during the Second World War, so their
residential biographies are affected by flight, expulsion and
forced resettlement. Many of them were not able to return
to or stay in their hometowns as they may have done given
the freedom to choose.

Having a partner who originates from the same home-
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A B C D E
Females’ parents

Stay Return Leave Total 
Count

Total
(% of E5)

1

Females

Stay (% of D1) 57.5 4.6 37.9 87 36.4
2 Return (% of D2) 45.5 15.2 39.4 33 13.8
3 Leave (% of D3) 36.1 9.2 54.6 119 49.8
4 Total (% of D4) 45.2 8.4 46.4 239 100.0
5 Total Count 108 20 111 239 239

Males’ parents

Stay Return Leave Total 
Count

Total
(% of E10)

6

Males

Stay (% of D6) 60.4 3.3 36.3 91 40.1
7 Return (% of D7) 48.3 6.9 44.8 29 12.8
8 Leave (% of D8) 51.4 2.8 45.8 107 47.1
9 Total (% of D9) 54.6 3.5 41.9 227 100.0
10 Total Count 124 8 95 227 227

Figure 2 Migration types of females and males and their parents (training and validation samples)

town increases the likelihood of being a stayer (which is in
line with the descriptive results). Respondents with a part-
ner from a different hometown are more likely to return to
their hometown if their own and their partner’s parents are
there (line 17). This does not seem surprising as the respon-
dent probably has location-specific capital in and strong
attachments to the hometown and the partner has at least
family ties to the place. Comparing the effects of having
only one set of parents living in the hometown (lines 15 and
16), the results indicate that respondents are more likely to
be leavers than returners when only the female’s parents
live in the hometown (g15 is higher than c15). Having only
the male’s parents living in the hometown is less associated
with being a leaver than having only the female’s parents
living there (g16 compared to g15).

It is more likely for the respondent to stay in the home-
town if the male’s parents live there than if only the fe-
male’s parents live there. This supports the often-claimed
male dominance hypotheses. But the female’s parents seem
to be more important for return migration (c15 compared to
c16). This finding contradicts the male dominance hypoth-
esis. More in-depth interpretation requires information on
the timing of coupling, setting up an independent household
and cohabitation, and thus more explicit information on tied
migration. Our results suggest, however, that while many
other studies conclude that male dominance plays a role
this may not fully depict the complexity of the interrelations
between both partners’ and their families’ biographies.

6 Conclusions
Two questions are studied in this paper: (A) To what extent
do people stay in, return to or leave their hometown by
the time of family formation? (B) Which factors influence
a person’s migration type? For our paper, we make use
of a sample covering two generations per family, most of
whom live in the Ruhr Area and surrounding regions.

(A) Of the younger generation studied, about 40 percent
stay in, 48 percent leave and about 13 percent return to their
hometowns. In the older generation, the share of the stayers
is higher, while the share of the leavers is slightly smaller
and that of the returners is much smaller. One explanation
may be the partner markets, which expand with higher ed-
ucation and greater age of the partners (Lengerer 2001).
As the respondents (younger generation) in the dataset are
highly educated, they may be more likely to have partners
from different hometowns. This may lead to a higher share
of leavers in the data used than in the German population.
Females are more likely to be leavers, while males are more
likely to stay in their hometowns (also found in Wagner
1989: 202). The gender difference is greater in the older
generation, which is not surprising, since gender roles and,
for example, female participation in the labour market have
changed over time (Smits/Mulder/Hooimeijer 2003; Lien
2017).

About half of the couples in the younger generation have
the same hometown. Considering the rather urban popu-
lation in our dataset, this result is in line with Lengerer
(2001: 144), who for partnerships beginning in the 1980s
shows that 38% of the partners (in a rural environment) or
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reference category: staying return leave
whole 
sample Training Valida�on whole 

sample Training Valida�on

Hypo-
theses B Sig. Sig. Hypo-

theses B Sig. Sig.

A B C D E F G H I
1 Intercept -1.671 - - -1.712 - -
2 gender: female + -0.553 - - + -0.085 - -
3 age at family forma�on + -0.067 - - + -0.056 * -
4

level of 
educa�on

Elementary school qualifica�on or none - -1.720 ** ** - -1.876 ** ***
5 Secondary school qualifica�on level I - -1.283 *** - - -1.145 *** **
6 Secondary school qualifica�on level II or higher ref ref ref ref ref ref ref ref
7

hometown 
popula�on size

< 20,000 inhabitants + 1.043 ** - + 1.318 ** ***
8 20,000 to 100,000 inhabitants + 0.757 ** - + 0.475 - *
9 > 100,000 inhabitants (ref) ref ref ref ref ref ref ref ref
10 number of moves throughout the life course + 0.704 *** *** + 0.674 *** ***
11 parental 

migra�on type at 
their family 
forma�on

Returning + 1.040 - - +- 0.553 - -
12 Leaving +- 0.253 - - + 0.604 ** -

13 Staying (ref) ref ref ref ref ref ref ref ref

14

Partner’s 
hometown and 
parents' 
residen�al 
loca�on

partner has different hometown;
none of the parents live in the hometown +- 0.809 - - + 3.607 *** -

15 partner has different hometown; 
only female’s parents live in the hometown +- 2.573 *** *** + 3.001 *** ***

16 partner has different hometown; 
only male’s parents live in the hometown +- 0.148 - - + 1.923 *** ***

17
partner has different hometown; 
female’s and male’s parents live 
in the hometown

+- 2.808 ** *** + 2.029 * N/A

18 partner has the same hometown ref ref ref ref ref ref ref ref

19
Cox and Snell;   Nagelkerke;   McFadden 

Training 0.513;   0.595;   0.362
20 Valida�on 0.504;   0.583;   0.351
21 *** p <= 0.01; ** 0.05 >= p > 0.01 ; * 0.10 >= p > 0.05

Hypotheses: + posi�ve effect expected. – nega�ve effect expected. +– expected sign unclear

Figure 3 Multinomial regression models for the migration types

83% (in an urban environment) live in the same town at
the time of meeting. These couples are more likely to stay
there. Couples with different hometowns are almost twice
as likely to be living in neither of the partners’ hometowns
as the couples with the same hometown. For these couples,
males are twice as likely to be stayers, while females are
more likely to be leavers (also found in Wagner 1989: 202).

(B) We found several variables to influence the migra-
tion type. The lower the level of education and the greater
the hometown population size, the more likely it is that
people stay there. Respondents from small hometowns tend
to leave them, while those from medium-sized hometowns
tend to return (rather than stay away). This seems to indi-
cate the great importance of educational facilities and job
opportunities for staying. Similar conclusions on the signif-
icance of educational and job opportunities are drawn for
returners by Fuchs, Nadler, Roth et al. (2017).

The number of previous moves is positively associated
with returning and leaving, in line with Myers (1999). Hav-
ing a partner who comes from the same hometown makes it
more likely to be a stayer. Respondents with a partner from
a different hometown are more likely to return to their home-
towns if their own and their partner’s parents live there. For
returning to the hometown, the female’s parents are more
important. Blaauboer, Mulder and Zorlu (2011) also showed

that female’s family ties become more relevant at the time
of family formation. However, the male’s parents are more
important for staying. Taken together, this does not permit
a clear conclusion to be drawn on the hypothesis of male
dominance in residential choice. Fuchs, Nadler, Roth et al.
(2017) argue that men may be less likely to enter stable part-
nerships after leaving, and may couple with a partner living
in the hometown upon return. We conclude that the reasons
leading to gender patterns have not been fully disentangled
(similarly: Albrecht/Döring/Holz-Rau et al. 2019).

In line with socialisation effects found in previous
research (Myers 1999; Lersch/Luijkx 2015; Seyfarth/
Osterhage/Scheiner 2021), we find remarkable and con-
sistent similarity in migration types within a family, as
respondents of the younger generation are more likely to
have parents with the same migration type, even though
such socialisation effects were not significant. We suspect
that the socialisation effect may be still greater in subse-
quent generations, since the parents’ generation in our data
had less freedom in residential choice (e.g., to return to the
hometown) due to the Second World War and its aftermath.
They were thus not able to realise their preferences to
the same extent but still transmit this preference to their
children. So far, it remains unclear whether the effects
found in our data are an indirect outcome of socialisation,
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for example affecting educational and work achievements
(Fessler/Schneebaum 2012) and the age and timing of child-
bearing (Liefbroer/Elzinga 2012), or are due to direct trans-
mission resulting in similar residential decisions. As so-
cialisation has not been studied much quantitatively in the
context of residential decisions, investigating socialisation
and showing similarities between family generations makes
an important contribution to research.

Even though the data used have some limitations, they
encompass rich information on residential biographies of
families and couples, which is unique for the topic under
study. Although the data are socially selective, the results
are plausible and complement the findings of other studies
well. Regarding the theoretical approach, our results point
to interdependencies of life-course trajectories (educational,
employment and residential) and to the importance of ex-
periences and decisions for the later life course. The con-
cepts of location-specific capital and place attachment also
need to be combined with the life-course approach. They
are built, spatially distributed, may fade out and be re-es-
tablished over the life-course and are crucially shaped by
the residential biography and vice versa. We find linked in-
tergenerational biographies combined with the concepts of
location-specific capital and place attachment enriching for
a deeper understanding of a household’s decision-making
(and bargaining) process.

Taken overall, our results show that residential decisions
are made as a trade-off between both partners’ place attach-
ment and family ties. We suggest three directions for future
research.

To improve understanding of gender differences in res-
idential household decisions, we first suggest focusing on
partnership, intergenerational family and residential biogra-
phy, and possibly employment biography, in combination
(see Birg/Flöthmann/Reiter 1991 for earlier work in this
vein). To enable the proper interpretation of gender dif-
ferences, which go beyond the straightforward conclusion
of male dominance, both partners’ partnership, intergenera-
tional family and residential biographies need to be disen-
tangled and put into context with employment biographies.
When, where and how are lives (of partners and family
members) linked and how do the life-course trajectories
of individuals interweave with each other? Answering this
question requires information on the timing and chronology
of relevant life events and on the lives the respective individ-
uals are linked with. This may refer to, e.g., elderly kin or
children, whether from an existing or previous partnership.

Second, there is a need to better understand how so-
cialisation impacts on residential decisions and how effects
are transmitted. The paths of socialisation are not yet fully
understood in terms of theoretical considerations as well
as empirical work. We hence suggest making use of psy-

chological concepts. This refers to the question of whether
certain attitudes or behaviours are more directly trans-
mitted via learning processes or more indirectly through
characteristics such as aspiration, preference, knowledge or
habit, which in turn influence residential decisions (Jenkins/
Maynard 1983: 438; Helderman/Mulder 2007: 237).

We third find evidence that spatial characteristics are
important for the migration type. Spatial research should
be more closely linked with life-course research (Hörschel-
mann 2011). We assume socialisation occurs through the
spatial environment which is experienced over the life
course on various scales (neighbourhood, city, region), and
which may shape later residential decisions. Moreover, res-
idential decisions over the life course must be seen within
the historical and spatial context of the time. For both, we
recommend incorporating life-course data with longitudinal
spatial data, although the reconstruction of historical states
and trends may be a considerable challenge.

Concerning the methodological approach, we conclude
that sample splitting is a valuable approach for model val-
idation. Even though sample splitting reduces the sample
size and may lead to difficulties in the model building pro-
cess (such as empty categories) and less significant results,
we still recommend this approach. We find that the model
building process should be subject to more in-depth reflec-
tion and that model validation should be considered more
often in future research.

Our results are important for planning and policy. So
far, results on return migration are mostly used by develop-
ing countries or rural regions, and in the German context
by a few authorities in the eastern or rural parts of Ger-
many. Contrary to what policy makers have assumed or
focused on so far, our results suggest that return migration
may be more relevant for medium-sized municipalities. The
results highlight the consequences of a highly specialised
labour market and educational infrastructure for residential
decisions. This indicates the heightened attractiveness of
large and medium-sized cities in terms of more and a wider
range of job opportunities, but also in terms of cultural or
social amenities. Considering the generations under study
and recent developments (educational expansion and spe-
cialisation of the labour market), we assume that expanding
educational facilities and strengthening job opportunities in
economically weak regions may help reduce out-migration
and, especially in larger cities, return migration to (more
rural) places of origin after studying. We argue that for
planning authorities and policy makers deeper insight into
their out- and in-migration processes would be highly ben-
eficial. Return migration not only implies in-migration to
the region of origin but also leaving another region. From
the perspective of this second region, return migration is

428 Raumforschung und Raumordnung | Spatial Research and Planning � (2022) 80/4: 414–433



Leaving, Staying in and Returning to the Hometown. Couples’ residential location choices at the time of family ...

a special form of out-migration and of interest for policy
makers, too.

We assume that the importance of factors such as loca-
tion-specific capital and place attachment to the hometown,
family ties and socialisation for migration and, thus, eco-
nomic development are underestimated. On one hand, re-
gions and municipalities with decreasing populations may
use the results to develop demographic strategies to main-
tain their population or attract migrants who previously left
but may still have strong ties. For a metropolitan area such
as the Ruhr area this suggests focusing on motivating peo-
ple to stay, e.g. by supporting educational facilities and the
labour market, and by raising awareness about the existing
qualities of the region. On the other hand, for authorities
with increasing populations it is important to know whether
the immigrants possess local ties and capital or not. These
issues should be broadly discussed in terms of social cohe-
sion, local identity and the labour market.
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