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Abstract

BACKGROUND
It is well-established that internal migration is selective, particularly with respect to age,
educational attainment, and nativity status. However, the interplay between education
and immigrants’ origin remains largely unknown. Thus, it is unclear how the educational
selectivity of internal migration varies by nativity status.
OBJECTIVE
We establish the educational selectivity of internal migrants in 12 European countries,
paying attention to variation between native and foreign-born populations born in and
outside the European Union.
METHOD
We use microdata from the European Union Labour Force Survey (2015–2019) and run
a series of multivariate binomial logistic regressions to estimate the likelihood of
changing NUTS-2 region of residence by educational attainment.

RESULTS
Our results confirm a positive association between tertiary education and internal
migration, except for in Slovenia, Greece, and the Czech Republic. On average,
completing tertiary education increases the likelihood of migrating internally by close to
3 times, compared with less than 1.5 times for secondary education. In half the countries,
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secondary education displays either a negative or no association with internal migration.
We find evidence of a strong positive selectivity of tertiary-educated foreign-born
populations, who are on average twice as likely to migrate internally than the native-born
with comparable education, except in Hungary, where immigrants are less likely to
migrate internally.
CONCLUSION
By redistributing skills within a country, immigrants are integral to the effective
functioning of labour markets.
CONTRIBUTION
This study provides new evidence on the educational selectivity of internal migration
across Europe and shows that the gradient is typically stronger among the foreign-born.

1. Introduction

While a large body of work has documented variation in the intensity of internal
migration across Europe (Bell et al. 2015; Bernard 2017; Rees et al. 2017; Rowe et al.
2019), comparatively less attention has been paid to differences in the educational
selectivity of internal migration. Global evidence suggests a nearly universal positive
association between education and migration both between (Feliciano 2005; Docquier
and Marfouk 2006; Docquier and Rapoport 2012) and within countries (Machin,
Salvanes, and Pelkonen 2012; Corcoran and Faggian 2017; Bernard and Bell 2018). The
well-established positive educational selectivity of migrants (Ravenstein 1885; Sjaastad
1962; Lee 1966) has been explained by the role of education in mitigating the costs of
and barriers to moving, while increasing returns (Sjaastad 1962; Greenwood 2014).
However, new evidence suggests important variation in the degree of educational
selectivity of internal migrants between and within world regions (Bernard and Bell
2018). In addition, in some countries a negative selection of internal migration has been
found (Ginsburg et al. 2016). Thus, the strength of the association between internal
migration and education may be country-specific, but comparative evidence across
European countries is limited.

Cross-national variation in the degree of selectivity of internal migration may also
be due to differences between population groups. Foreign-born individuals have higher
internal migration intensities than the native-born in the first decade post-arrival (Bell
and Hugo 2000), despite important variations by country of birth (Catney and Finney
2012; Gutiérrez-Portilla, Maza, and Hierro 2018; Raymer and Baffour 2018) and visa
type (Zorlu and Mulder 2008; Laukova, Bernard, and Sigler 2022). Within Europe,
immigrants born in the European Union and European Free Trade Association
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(EU+EFTA) countries are on average less mobile internally than those from other
countries (Recaño and De Miguel 2012). The higher propensity to move of foreign-born
populations has been explained by their younger age profile (Reher and Silvestre 2009),
coupled, in some countries, with higher rates of unemployment, job instability (Nogle
1997; Reher and Silvestre 2009), and housing insecurity (Azevedo, López-Colás, and
Módenes 2016; Gerolimeto and Magrini 2018). However, the greater internal mobility
among highly skilled immigrants seems to stem from housing and labour market
adjustments (Laukova et al. 2022).

While international migrants are typically positively selected in terms of education
compared to the population at origin (Docquier and Marfouk 2006; Docquier and
Rapoport 2012), less is known about the role of education in shaping their internal
migration once in destination countries. Answering this question is particularly important
in Europe where the share of foreign-born population has been trending up (Castles, Haas,
and Miller 2014), coupled with the fact that internal migration plays an important role in
mitigating regional population ageing (Lee 2011) and in the efficient functioning of the
labour market by bringing workers and skills to where they are needed (Van Ham,
Mulder, and Hooimeijer 2001).

To address this gap, we first establish the educational selectivity of internal migrants
between NUTS-2 regions for 12 European countries. We then compare the education
selectivity of native and foreign-born populations before distinguishing between
immigrants from the EU+EFTA and those born outside the EU+EFTA. We seek to
answer the following questions: (1) Does the positive association between educational
attainment and the probability of migrating internally hold for all European countries?
(2) Does the strength of the relationship between internal migration and education differ
between the foreign-born and the native-born populations? (3) Does the level of
educational selection vary between EU+EFTA- and non-EU+EFTA-born immigrants?

2. Data and methods

We use microdata from the European Union Labour Force Survey (EU-LFS), provided
by Eurostat, and combine annual data for the period 2015–2019 to increase the sample
size. While the primary purpose of the EU-LFS is to study labour market outcomes, it
collects information on internal migration for 20 countries. We excluded 8 countries5

5 20 countries collect information on the region of residence 1 year ago: France, Finland, Slovakia, Croatia,
Lithuania, Bulgaria, Romania, Belgium, Czech Republic, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Portugal,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom. We excluded France, Finland, Slovakia, Croatia,
Lithuania, Bulgaria, Romania, and Poland because there were many missing values in the variable previous
region of residence (e.g., 63% in France).



González-Leonardo et al.: Educational selectivity of native and foreign-born internal migrants in Europe

1036 https://www.demographic-research.org

because of the large number of missing values for previous region of residence. Our final
dataset comprises 12 countries with 6.1 million individual observations representing
more than 171 million people from three Central and Eastern European countries (Czech
Republic, Hungary, and Slovenia), four in Southern Europe (Italy, Spain, Portugal, and
Greece), four in Western Europe (Germany, United Kingdom, Belgium, and
Switzerland), and Sweden in Northern Europe.

We measure internal migration by comparing the current region of residence with
that of one year ago at the NUTS-2 level, except for Germany and the United Kingdom
where migration is collected at the NUTS-1 level. In both countries the area size of
NUTS-1 regions is smaller than in other European states, and the number of units is
higher, suggesting that they are broadly comparable to NUTS-2 regions (see Eurostat
2021). We define internal migration as a binary variable: non-migrant and migrant. We
restrict the analysis to individuals aged 25 to 64 to ensure that respondents are of working
age and have completed education. Educational attainment is classified by Eurostat into
3 levels: less than secondary education, secondary, and tertiary. We use this classification
in the first step of the results (Model 1). We then recode the original variable into less
than tertiary education and tertiary education for the next two steps (Models 2 and 3),
based on the finding from Model 1 that secondary education completion plays a limited
role in the probability of migrating internally.

To establish the educational selectivity of internal migration, we estimate a series of
multivariate binomial logistic regression models for each country separately, using three
different models. In Model 1 we regress migration against education, with less than
secondary education as the reference category, while controlling for sex, age, marital
status, place of birth (native or foreign-born), labour force status, survey year, and degree
of urbanisation measured at the Local Administrative Units (LAU) of residence, which
broadly corresponds to cities, suburbs-towns, and rural areas at the municipal levels. In
Model 2 we add an interaction term between education and place of birth, distinguishing
between natives and foreign-born, with the native-born with less than tertiary education
as the reference category. In Model 3 we interact education and place of birth
distinguishing between natives, EU+EFTA-born, and non-EU+EFTA-born, using the
same reference category as for Model 2.

3. Results

Overall, we find a positive association between tertiary education and internal migration.
Across the 12 European countries (EU-12), tertiary education increases the odds of
migrating internally by close to 3 times compared to individuals with less than secondary
education (Figure 1). All countries except Slovenia, Greece, and the Czech Republic,
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where confidence intervals are large, report a positive association between internal
migration and tertiary education.

Unsurprisingly, secondary education has a lower impact. Across the EU-12,
individuals with secondary education are 1.46 times more likely to migrate internally than
those who have not completed secondary education. Greece and the Czech Republic
report a negative association, while large confidence intervals in Hungary, Slovenia,
Belgium, Sweden, and Spain suggest no clear association between secondary education
and internal migration.

Portugal, Germany, Italy, and Switzerland exhibit the greatest odds ratios (ORs) for
tertiary education. Secondary education increases the likelihood of migrating by only
1.32 to 1.65 times in these countries compared with 2.82 to 4.09 for tertiary education.
Collectively, these results suggest that tertiary education is an important determinant of
internal migration across Europe, while secondary education completion is not. For this
reason, education is classified as tertiary education or less in the remainder of the study.

Figure 1: Odds ratios of education on migration by country (Model 1)

Note: In model 1, internal migration is regressed for each country, using less than secondary education as the reference category; it
includes control variables; results are reported with a 95% confidence interval and are sorted in ascending order according to odds
ratios for tertiary education.
Source: Compiled by the authors using data from the European Union Labour Force Survey (Eurostat), 2015–2019
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We now examine whether the relationship between education and internal migration
varies between native and foreign-born populations, using the native-born with less than
tertiary education as the reference category. Figure 2 confirms that foreign-born
populations are generally more likely to move than the native-born regardless of their
educational attainment, and they are positively selected. Across the EU-12, the foreign-
born with less than tertiary education are 1.72 times more likely to migrate than the
native-born with a comparable level of education, while the foreign-born with tertiary
education are 4.1 times more likely to migrate, which is nearly twice as high as the native-
born with tertiary education (OR = 2.1).

Tertiary-educated immigrants are the most mobile group in all countries, except in
Greece and Slovenia, where there is no association, and Hungary, which displays a
negative selection for tertiary-educated immigrants but a marginally positive selection
for the native-born. This result may point to possible discrimination in the labour market.
Only in Sweden and Italy do the foreign-born with tertiary education show similar ORs
to the native-born with the same level of educational attainment.

Collectively, these results suggest that, in most countries, tertiary-educated
immigrants are more mobile than the native-born with the same level of education and
are strongly involved in the internal migration system, which highlights their contribution
to the effective functioning of the labour market.
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Figure 2: Odds ratios of interaction terms between education and place of
birth on internal migration (Model 2)

Note: In model 2, internal migration is regressed for each country separately interacting education and place of birth, using native-born
with less than secondary education as the reference category; it includes control variables; results are reported with a 95% confidence
interval and are sorted in ascending order according to odds ratios for tertiary education among the foreign-born population.
Source: Compiled by the authors using data from the European Union Labour Force Survey (Eurostat).

We next explore the educational selectivity of internal migrants, distinguishing
between individuals from EU+ EFTA countries and non-EU+EFTA countries, using the
native-born with less than tertiary education as the reference category (Figure 3). Across
the EU-12 countries both immigrant populations with tertiary education show the highest
likelihood of migrating internally, especially those from non-EU+EFTA countries. The
non-EU+EFTA-born and the EU+EFTA-born with tertiary education are 4.5 times and
3.8 times more likely to move, respectively, than the native-born with less than tertiary
education, while the natives with tertiary education are only 2.1 times more likely to
migrate.

Country-level results suggest that the foreign-born of both origins are positively
selected by education in most countries. However, we cannot confirm differences
between EU+EFTA and non-EU+EFTA, as confidence intervals overlap, except in
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Germany and Belgium where the non-EU+EFTA-born with tertiary education show the
highest likelihood of migrating internally.

Figure 3: Odds ratios of interaction terms between education and place of
birth: natives, EU+EFTA- and non-EU+EFTA-born (Model 3)

Note: Model 3 is regressed for each country interacting education and place of birth, using native-born with less that secondary
education as the reference category; it includes control variables; results are reported with a 95% confidence interval and are sorted
in ascending order according to odds ratios for non-EU+EFTA-born with tertiary education. Slovenia and the Czech Republic were
excluded because their low proportion of foreign-born combined with low levels of internal migration does not permit a robust analysis
by immigrants’ region of origin.
Source: Compiled by the authors using data from the European Union Labour Force Survey (Eurostat).

4. Discussion and conclusion

Our analysis shows that the positive educational selectivity of internal migrants is a
common pattern in Europe, despite some variation by country. Tertiary education has a
strong effect on the likelihood of migrating internally, while the impact of secondary



Demographic Research: Volume 47, Article 34

https://www.demographic-research.org 1041

education is positive but much lower in six countries, negative in two, and does not appear
to play a role in the remaining four countries. Tertiary education plays an important role
in the likelihood of migrating in Southern and Western European countries, especially in
Portugal, Germany, Switzerland, and Italy, while confidence intervals are usually large
in Central and Eastern European countries.

Our results also reveal that the higher propensity to migrate among the foreign-born
is an empirical regularity, irrespective of educational level and region of birth. More
importantly, tertiary-educated immigrants are the most mobile group in all countries but
Hungary, Sweden, and Italy. This is an important finding that complements the literature
on the educational selectivity of international migrants (Feliciano 2005; Docquier and
Marfouk 2006; Docquier and Rapoport 2012) by showing that the foreign-born are also
positively selected in terms of education when migrating within destination countries,
despite cross-national variation in the strength of the relationship. However, we find
negative selection among the foreign-born with tertiary education in Hungary, which
suggests possible discrimination in the labour market and warrants further research.

These cross-national differences suggest that the effect of education on immigrants’
internal migration may be shaped by contextual factors, possibly the socio-economic
profile of immigrants in each country, labour market dynamics, and the interaction
between both factors, which are likely to shape the economic integration of immigrants.
Thus, there is scope to explore the role of country-specific structural factors in the
educational selectivity of internal migration. When a large sample of European countries
becomes available, this can be achieved through multi-level modelling.

Retrospective surveys such as the Survey of Health, Ageing in Retirement in Europe
(SHARE) may allow such an endeavour. It collects comparable internal migration for all
27 European Union countries, although it focuses on older populations aged 50 and over.
As Hugo (1975: 25) once wrote, “conducting comparative migration research is
ultimately the art of the possible”. While progress in data collection has undoubtedly been
made since then, our results highlight the enduring challenges of comparing migration
processes between countries.

Yet the empirical regularities we uncovered and the fact that tertiary-educated
immigrants are on average twice as likely to migrate internally as the native-born with
similar education reinforces the need to understand the functional linkages between
internal and international migration and whether they are complementary or act as
substitutes for one another. Recent evidence suggests that both processes are at play,
depending on local circumstances (King and Skeldon 2010; Bernard and Perales 2021).
Thus, if we are to make headway, evidence needs to be extended to a broader range of
countries, particularly within Europe, in order to explicitly consider how the internal
migration of immigrants is functionally connected to other migration flows.
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Finally, we should consider that sub-national variation in the educational selectivity
of internal migrants is likely to depend on the local context. It is well known that internal
migrants moving to global cities are more selected by education than those moving away
(Florida 2002; González-Leonardo, López-Gay, and Esteve 2022; López-Gay, Andújar-
Llosa, and Salvati 2020). Among the latter, some case studies indicate that low-educated
immigrants arriving in major urban centres are redistributed through internal migration,
while highly educated immigrants tend to leave peripheral regions through internal
migration (Rowe, Corcoran, and Bell 2017; González-Leonardo 2020). This suggests a
future line of research to analyse the educational selectivity of internal migrants at the
subnational level.
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