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et al., 1990). The various residential environ-
ments offer various opportunities, social 
networks and experiences. Cities are charac-
terised by the presence of institutions of 
higher education and a large concentration 
of jobs, shops and entertainment services. 

Residential Experience and 
Residential Environment Choice 
over the Life-course
Peteke Feijten, Pieter Hooimeijer and Clara H. Mulder

[Paper first received, November 2004; in final form, February 2007]

Abstract

The study reported in this article answers the question: how does experience with a 
certain type of residential environment contribute to the explanation of residential 
environment choice? The issues under investigation are whether residential experience 
with cities, suburbs and rural areas increases the probability of return migration and 
whether residential experience increases the probability of moving to other places 
with the same type of residential environment. The probability of moving to a city, 
suburb or rural area is investigated by applying multinomial logistic regression on a 
retrospective dataset of life-courses of more than 3000 Netherlands respondents. The 
results indicate that city experience and suburb experience only increase the probability 
of return migration, whereas rural experience also increases the probability of moving 
to another rural area.

Introduction

The residential environment—often cat-
egorised as urban, suburban and rural—is 
an important feature in residential choice 
(Michelson, 1977; Courgeau, 1989; Deurloo 
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142  PETEKE FEIJTEN ET AL.

The suburbs in the Netherlands, as in many 
Western countries, are associated with family 
living, because of their child-friendly design. 
They are mainly inhabited by middle-class 
households and the average quality of housing 
and public space is fairly good. Rural areas 
are more remote, lacking urban facilities but 
offering space and quiet, and a more tradi-
tional lifestyle.

Studies about moves between types of 
residential environment often fi nd that these 
moves are triggered and conditioned by 
careers in the life-course, in particular the 
labour and the household careers (Mulder, 
1993). Life events such as enrolment in higher 
education, a change of job, union formation 
and the birth of a child bring with them a 
raft of consequences. Life events imply or 
stimulate residential mobility; affect needs 
and preferences for a residential environment; 
influence the resources needed to occupy 
the desired housing; and impose restrictions 
on the search area for a dwelling (Deurloo 
et al., 1990; Kruythoff, 1991; Lelièvre and 
Bonvalet, 1994). Lifestyle factors, in the sense 
of attitudes towards work and family, turn 
out to be important predictors of residential 
environment choice since many moves are 
made in anticipation of future life events (Bell, 
1968; for the Netherlands, see Bootsma, 1998, 
and Pinkster and van Kempen, 2002).

Previous life experience has been identi-
fi ed as another predictor in the choice of 
residential location, in particular in the form 
of return migration (Reagan and Olsen, 2000; 
DaVanzo and Morrison, 1981; Harts and 
Hingstman, 1986; Fischer and Malmberg, 
2001). Many of the factors that drive return 
migration are specifi c to the location, such as 
having friends or family there, or owning a 
house there. Yet having lived in a place may 
also change the awareness of and attitudes 
towards the type of residential environment 
it offers. These may contribute to a preference 

for returning to that place; they might also 
contribute to a preference for the same type 
of residential environment later in life, even 
if one does not return to the exact place of 
origin. The previous spatial life-path may 
therefore not only infl uence return migra-
tion, but also the residential environment 
choice in onward migration.

This role of the previous spatial life-path 
has so far been underexposed in research on 
choice of residential environment. In this 
paper, we have sought to isolate the infl uence 
of residential experience from other factors 
infl uencing residential environment choice. 
We put forward a conceptual framework dis-
tinguishing the physical, social and mental 
aspects of spatial preferences, resources and 
restrictions to enable us to hypothesise how 
the spatial life-path can contribute to the 
explanation of residential environment 
choice. The research question of the paper 
is: how does experience with a certain type 
of residential environment contribute to 
the explanation of residential environment 
choice?

In the empirical part of the paper, we report 
our analysis of moves between city, suburban 
and rural areas. Apart from ‘residential ex-
perience’, the explanatory variables include 
age, partnership status, whether or not one 
has had children, work status, educational 
level, socioeconomic status and period. Using 
a retrospective dataset of 3650 respondents 
who left the parental home in the Netherlands, 
we applied a hazard analysis, estimating the 
probabilities of moving to the city and of 
moving away from the city to either a suburb 
or a rural area. This study is set in the context 
of the Netherlands where, throughout the 
20th century, spatial developments have been 
infl uenced by an increasingly strong plan-
ning policy. The next section of the paper 
outlines these developments as they have 
evolved over time.
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Characterisation of Residential 
Environments in the Netherlands

Cities, suburbs and rural areas each have 
their specifi c characteristics. Most of these 
will apply to other countries as well, but 
some characteristics may be unique to the 
Netherlands. First, cities have a large and 
almost exclusive supply of institutions of 
higher education (colleges and universities) 
and highly specialised, high-skilled jobs. The 
city also offers a wide variety of cultural and 
leisure facilities, such as museums, theatres, 
cinemas, restaurants and pubs. In addition, 
cities have a greater availability of affordable 
and small dwellings than do suburbs and rural 
areas (Dieleman and Mulder, 2002). Cities also 
offer good access to public transport and they 
are central places in networks of railways and 
air traffi c.

Suburbs have quite different characteristics. 
They have historically come about mainly 
because city-dwellers were looking for places 
to live with higher housing quality than 
they could fi nd in the city. Suburbs in the 
Netherlands are places with mainly single-
family dwellings with gardens, in a green and 
spacious environment, with a lot of parking 
space compared with the city. The services and 
facilities offered in suburbs such as childcare, 
primary schools, sport facilities and super-
markets, are typically aimed at families. This 
mix of services and facilities ensures ease of 
access for the activities of all the household 
members.

Although the Netherlands is sometimes 
referred to as an ‘urban fi eld’ (van der Valk, 
2002), the Dutch do experience the more 
peripheral parts of the country, outside the 
cities, as rural (Heins, 2002). Compared with 
living in cities and suburbs, living in a rural 
area means having access to fewer services 
and facilities, and being further from employ-
ment and education, but also having more 

space and quietness. The health and housing 
situations are generally better, local social 
contacts are on average stronger and rates of 
crime are lower. The attitudes of most people 
living in rural areas are more traditional than 
those of people in urban areas (SCP, 2006).

Trends in migration fl ows in the Netherlands 
can be observed between the three types of 
residential environment in the second half 
of the 20th century. We see an urbanisation 
trend from 1950 onwards, especially with 
people from the peripheral parts of the 
country (particularly the north) moving 
to cities in the Randstad because of the in-
creasing employment opportunities there. 
Suburbanisation took off in the early 1960s 
as a result of increasing economic prosper-
ity and increasing car use. Not only people, 
but also fi rms suburbanised. This led to an 
increase of employment in the suburbs (de 
Smidt et al., 1986). Suburbanisation prevailed 
from the second half of the 1960s to the late 
1970s. The direction of this suburbanisation 
trend was mainly from the big cities in the 
Randstad to bordering municipalities. Since 
the latter could not absorb new suburbanites 
indefi nitely, the national government created 
growth centres, some of which are New 
Towns. From the second half of the 1970s, 
attempts were made to revitalise the cities 
through urban renewal programmes. The 
population in the cities stabilised and started 
to grow again from the late 1980s onwards 
(Jobse et al., 1990).

Theory and Literature Review

The extent to which a person is likely to move 
to a certain residential environment de-
pends on the preferences of an individual or 
household, within a choice set that is deter-
mined by resources (mostly financial); 
restrictions, such as the distance to the work-
place; and opportunities and constraints at 
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144  PETEKE FEIJTEN ET AL.

the context level—for example, the limited 
availability of dwellings at certain locations.

Since residential environment choice is a 
spatial choice, it is subject to spatial prefer-
ences, resources and restrictions. These can 
be broken down into a physical, a social and a 
mental part, referred to respectively as ‘activity 
space’, ‘social space’ and ‘awareness space’ by 
Hooimeijer and van der Knaap (1994). Activ-
ity space refers to the radius within which 
people conduct their daily activities: going to 
work, going to school, shopping, participating 
in sports activities and so forth (Hägerstrand, 
1970). Social space refers to the radius within 
which people interact with members of their 
social network, such as friends and family. 
Awareness space refers to the space with 
which people can identify. For example, some 
rural-dwellers cannot imagine that they 
would ever live in a city, while others can; thus 
their awareness spaces differ. Awareness 
space consists of an (objective) information 
part and a (subjective) value part. To return 
to a certain type of residential environment, 
awareness space is most important (hence, 
activity space and social space are located 
in fi xed places). Awareness space is based 
not only on personal residential experience, 
but also on other information sources such 
as the media and conversations with others 
(Downs and Stea, 1973). Thus, people do 
not need to have lived somewhere to make 
it part of their awareness space. A qualitative 
study by Feldman (1996) revealed that the 
majority of people felt attached to a certain 
type of settlement (metropolitan, suburban 
or rural), regardless of whether they had ever 
lived there or not. This is not to say that the 
awareness of a place where one has lived is 
necessarily positive. One may have negative as-
sociations with a certain place or residential 
environment, whether as a result of residen-
tial experience or not.

Residential Experience

The accumulated residential history of a per-
son leads to increasing ‘residential experience’ 

of places. Residential experience contributes 
to the development of an individual’s activ-
ity space, social space and awareness space. 
Residential experience may infl uence people 
to return to places where they (or members of 
their household) previously lived because they 
still participate in activities there (activity), 
or because they may want to be closer to 
members of their social network (social), or 
because they know that place and value it in 
a positive way (awareness).

With increasing age, residential experi-
ence becomes more extended. The place(s) 
where one lived as a child are more distant in 
time, but do not necessarily become less im-
portant. The place of birth/childhood often 
retains a significant meaning in people’s 
awareness space. Recreating elements from 
childhood—for example, by returning to the 
type of residential environment where one 
was born—provides continuity and a sense of 
security over the life-course (Cooper Marcus, 
1992). Part of the social space may also 
remain located in the birth/childhood place, 
especially when, for example, (grand)parents 
or brothers and sisters still live there.

Once people leave their parents’ home, they 
can express their individual preferences for 
a residential environment instead of being 
subject to their parents’ relocation decisions. 
Choosing a place to live is part of a young 
adult’s process of shaping his/her own life 
and identity (Bonney et al., 1999). In general, 
people are attached to the places where they 
lived during periods in their life that are 
meaningful to them—for example, where they 
raised their children or where they developed 
a professional career (Cooper Marcus, 1992). 
Again, places once left can continue to make 
up a part of people’s social space, awareness 
space and sometimes even activity space.

Several studies have found that people tend 
to return to places where they lived before 
(DaVanzo, 1981; DaVanzo and Morrison, 1981; 
Fischer and Malmberg, 2001; Morrison and 
DaVanzo, 1986; Newbold, 1997, 2001; for the 
Netherlands: Harts and Hingstman, 1986; 
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Nicolaas and Sprangers, 2000). Return moves 
are made for several reasons: because of ties 
to the place of origin (that is, the social space 
and activity space); as a corrective move (out 
of regret about having moved away; see 
Morrison and DaVanzo, 1986; Newbold, 
1996); or emotional attachment to a place 
(Rubinstein and Parmelee, 1992; Feldman, 
1996). The latter suggests that awareness 
space does in fact play an important role in 
return migration decisions.

Since social and activity space are location-
fi xed, they can trigger ‘true’ return migra-
tion, but cannot trigger migration to a new 
place in a familiar residential environment. 
Awareness space, however, can trigger a move 
to a residential environment of which one 
has experience. Awareness space can cover a 
whole residential environment rather than 
an exact location. If that is the case, one may 
move to a place that is similar to a place from 
the past with respect to the elements one is 
attached to.

Considering these points, our hypothesis is 
that having lived in a certain residential env-
ironment increases the probability of moving 
to that type of residential environment again. 
Whether the childhood place, or places ex-
perienced in adulthood are more important 
is not clear a priori and requires empirical 
investigation.

Other Resources and Restrictions

A number of other resources and restrictions, 
apart from residential experience, have been 
found to affect the probability of moving to 
cities, suburbs and rural areas. Concerning 
household composition, we expected single 
people to have a higher probability of moving 
to the city than people in a partnership (Hall 
and Ogden, 2003; Bootsma, 1998; Faessen, 
2002). Moves to the suburbs were expected 
to be made mainly by young families and 
couples about to start a family (Atzema, 1991; 
Deurloo et al., 1990; South and Crowder, 
1997). A separation or divorce was expected 
to increase the likelihood of moving to the 

city (Feijten, 2005; van Noortwijk et al., 1992), 
while living with a new partner was expected 
to increase the probability of a move from the 
city to the suburbs or to a rural area.

Moves to the city are often undertaken for 
work reasons and therefore we expected these 
to be made mainly by those in employment 
(Fielding, 1992; Crommentuijn, 1997; Détang-
Dessendre et al., 2002). Since the suburbs are 
located within commuting distance of cities, 
being in employment is also likely to lead to 
a greater probability of moving from cities to 
suburbs (van Ham et al., 2001). Those out of 
the labour force were expected to stay more 
often in rural areas.

Enrolment in higher education (while living 
independently) could be expected to prompt 
a move to the city and to hamper a move away 
from the city. A high educational level is as-
sociated with urban living (Bootsma, 1998) and 
therefore we expected the highly educated 
to be particularly likely to move to the city. 
When moving away from the city, the highly 
educated can be expected to avoid the sub-
urbs in favour of the rural areas (Pinkster and 
van Kempen, 2002). Those with a middle-level 
education were expected to be more likely 
to move to the suburbs (Atzema, 1991). Less-
educated people are less mobile than more 
highly educated people (Clark and Dieleman, 
1996, p. 44), but if they move, moves to the 
city can be expected to prevail, because of 
the availability of affordable housing and 
low-skilled jobs in the service sector and 
industry.

Because mobility in general decreases with 
age, it was considered important to account 
for age. Lastly, we controlled for period, 
because people are constrained in their resi-
dential environment choice by the housing 
market circumstances at the time they (want 
to) move. We categorised the period vari-
able according to the fl uctuations in internal 
migration described in the previous section.

One other well-known determinant of 
moves to cities, suburbs and rural areas is 
income. Since our dataset does not contain 
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data on income (retrospective studies rarely 
do), we left it out of consideration. Had we had 
a variable on income, then this would prob-
ably have had a considerable positive effect 
on all types of move and especially on moves 
to suburbs and rural areas. We tried to com-
pensate for this lack of data by including 
income proxies: educational level, employ-
ment status and socioeconomic status.

Data and Method

Data and Variables

The data we used to test our hypotheses con-
sist of three pooled retrospective surveys. The 
Netherlands Family Survey 2000 (de Graaf 
et al., 2000) covers the life-courses of 850 
respondents; the Netherlands Family Survey 
1992 (Ultee and Ganzeboom, 1993) those 
of 1000 respondents; and the SSCW survey 
(ESR/STP, 1992)1 those of 2256 respon-
dents. Each dataset is representative of the 
Netherlands population in the year of data 
collection (partly effected through a weight-
ing procedure, based on known population 
distributions of, for example, age, gender and 
region). We selected respondents who had 
started their independent housing careers 
(that is, had left the parental home). Within 
this selection, 27 respondents had too much 
information on their background variables 
missing and therefore they were excluded 
from the analysis. The composition of the 
missing values was checked on a number of 
indicator variables and the missing values 
turned out to be fairly randomly distributed 
in the sample, so the risk of selectivity due 
to omitting these respondents is limited. A 
dataset of 3603 respondents remained. For 
this sample, information was available on 
their household, educational, labour market 
and spatial/housing careers. The dataset re-
presents respondents born between 1903 and 
1981. For each respondent, information is 

available from the age at which they started to 
live independently until the age at interview.

The data were transformed into a person-
year fi le. In this process, each year in a re-
spondent’s independent life about which 
information has been gathered in the survey 
is made into a single case. This data format 
allows a comprehensive representation of a 
respondent’s life events and statuses. The last 
person-year of each respondent represents 
the year in which that person was inter-
viewed, or reached the age of 70 (for people 
aged 71 and older at the moment of inter-
view). We omitted person-years over the age 
of 70 because from that age health-related 
migration tends to prevail.

A value ‘city’, ‘suburb’ or ‘rural area’ was at-
tached to the birthplace, the place of residence 
directly after birth or at age six, depending 
on data availability,2 and each of the places 
of residence in the independent housing 
career of the respondents, according to the 
categorisation shown on the map in Figure 1. 
We chose to apply rather time-robust criteria 
for the defi nition of city, suburb and rural 
area, based on geographical location. We 
fi rst selected cities, on the basis of the central 
function to the surroundings and a mini-
mum size of 100 000 inhabitants in 1995 
(CBS Statistics Netherlands, 2006). New 
towns that have grown larger than 100 000 
were disregarded as they do not have a central 
function. All selected municipalities belong 
to the traditional cities in the Netherlands. 
Suburban communities are defi ned as the 
municipalities directly adjacent to these 
cities. As the main thrust of suburbanisa-
tion only happened from 1960 onwards, 
some of these may have been more rural than 
suburban in nature in the 1950s, yet within 
commuting distance of the central city for 
the more mobile families. Some of the rural 
communities might actually be within com-
muting distance at this very moment and 
may be developing a more suburban nature. 
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However, we decided to use a time-invariant 
variable to be able to identify return migrants. 
For most municipalities, this categorisation 
is appropriate for the whole period under 
study (compare the map in Figure 2 of the 
Netherlands in 1960 with Figure 1 for 1995). 
Had we defi ned the residential environments 
allowing for change over time, the problem 
would have arisen that people who return to 
the same place are not recognised as return 
migrants, because the place where they return 
to now belongs to a different type of resi-
dential environment than when they lived 
there before.

For the multivariate analysis, we construc-
ted ‘residential-experience’ variables for each 
of the residential environments, indicating 
whether a respondent: had never previously 
lived in a certain residential environment; had 
been born in a certain residential environment, 
but had never lived there independently of 
their parents; had not been born in a certain 
residential environment, but had lived there 
independently; or, had been born and had 
lived independently in a certain residential 
environment.

While interpreting our results, we recog-
nised that the rural area covers the largest 

     Figure 1. Residential environments in the Netherlands, 1995.
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land area in our classifi cation (see Figure 1). 
At the same time, the rural area is the least 
densely populated and offers the least number 
of possible addresses to which to move per 
square kilometre, whereas cities form con-
centrations of addresses. So, because we 
have only analysed moves between residen-
tial environments, the inhabitants of cities, 
suburbs and rural areas have inherently dif-
ferent probabilities of moving to a different 
residential environment.

The Appendix (Table A1) provides an over-
view of the descriptions and frequencies of 
the variables used in the multivariate analysis. 
We recoded age as ‘age minus 18’ in order to 
make the intercept of the equations inter-
pretable as the log-odds of moving for some-
one aged 18 (the age at which the observation 
starts). Socioeconomic status was measured 
using the International Socioeconomic Index 
(ISEI; see Ganzeboom et al., 1992). The ISEI 
scale ranges from 10 to 88 and we divided the 

Figure 2. Residential environments in the Netherlands, 1960. Source: based on a 
map by the Atlas of the Netherlands Foundation (copyright: Stichting Atlas van 
Nederland, 2001).
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ISEI score by 10 to get parameters that are 
large enough to display.

Method

We commenced with a descriptive analysis 
of the sequence of residences of each respon-
dent in one single variable: ‘spatial life-path’. 
This variable indicates to which type of resi-
dential environment a respondent moved 
when leaving the parental home, whether 
they had ever left this residential environment 
and, if so, whether they had ever returned to it 
before the age of 40. To make residential his-
tories comparable between respondents, we 
fi xed the observation at age 40, so that the 
housing career of each respondent was of 
approximately equal length.3 We did this 
because the period before age 40 is one with 
frequent moves resulting from major life 
events (cohabitation, marriage, childbirth, job 
change and so forth). Some move-triggering 
life events such as divorce, repartnering and 
worsening health may take place in later life 
but, as Clark and Dieleman (1996, p. 42) have 
found for several Western countries, “young 
adults between the ages of twenty and thirty-
fi ve are the most migratory segments of the 
population”. As a consequence, the spatial 
life-paths of respondents interviewed at ages 
below 40 are not included in the graph; this 
part of the analysis is therefore based on only 
2057 respondents and only represents birth 
years 1903 up to 1960. We drew a distinction 
only between city and non-city, because the 
analysis would have become too compli-
cated if we had also distinguished between a 
suburb and a rural area. Spatial life-paths that 
consisted of many moves between residential 
environments were compressed leaving the 
beginning and the end intact. For example: 
the spatial life-path ‘city—outside city—
city—outside city—city’ was compressed to 
‘city—outside city—city’. Note that we had no 
information on the municipality of the par-
ental home and therefore could not establish 
whether people moved to a different type of 

residential environment when leaving the 
parental home. Had we had this information, 
then we would probably have observed more 
residential histories beginning with a move to 
the city, because it is quite common for young 
people to move from the parental home (often 
located in the suburb or the rural area) to the 
city (to study or to start a fi rst job).

When the descriptive analysis had provided 
us with an impression of the proportions of 
non-movers and movers, and the directions 
of moves, we investigated the determinants of 
moves between residential environments in 
two multivariate analyses. These analyses 
required no age fi x, so they include all 3603 
respondents aged 18 and over, as described in 
the data section. Both models are discrete time 
hazard models estimated by means of a logistic 
regression of person-years. Logistic regression 
of person-years is an adequate method for data 
containing time-varying covariates meas-
ured in years, particularly when non-repeatable 
events are studied (we only study the fi rst 
move to a familiar residential environment) 
(Allison, 1982; Yamaguchi, 1991). The fi rst 
model is a discrete time hazard model (logis-
tic regression of person-years), estimating the 
probability of moving to the city for people 
living outside the city. The second model is 
a discrete time multinomial hazard model 
(multinomial logistic regression of person-
years), estimating the probability of people 
living in the city moving to either a suburb 
or a rural area. The dependent variable in 
the fi rst analysis is a binary variable ‘move 
to the city’. It is coded 0 for all person-years 
outside the city (in a suburb or rural area) 
and 1 in the year in which the move to the 
city was made. The dependent variable in the 
second analysis is a move out of the city to 
either a suburb or a rural area. This variable 
is coded 0 for all person-years in the city, 1 
for a person-year in which a move from a 
city to a suburb was made and 2 for a person-
year in which a move from a city to a rural 
area was made. Note that, for both these 

 at Universiteit van Amsterdam SAGE on October 24, 2008 http://usj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://usj.sagepub.com


150  PETEKE FEIJTEN ET AL.

variables, the move out of the parental home 
was not counted as a move because we did 
not have full information on the residential 
environment preceding this move and so 
could not determine whether people had 
changed residential environment.

In order to distinguish between a move 
to a familiar residential environment and a 
return to a specifi c place, we also carried out 
an analysis from which we excluded return 
moves to the same region as that where a 
respondent was born or had lived before in 
their independent housing career.4 In this 
way, we ruled out the effect of the specifi c 
characteristics of a place, such as a local social 
network.

In the SSCW survey, more than one re-
spondent per household was interviewed and 
therefore observations are not independent 
and standard errors can be biased. We resolved 
the problem of biased standard errors by 
applying a correction for the clustering of 

observations of individuals in households 
(Huber–White estimator; see Huber, 1967).

Results

Descriptive Results

Figure 3 shows the distribution of spatial life-
paths from the fi rst step in the housing career 
(after moving out of the parental home) up 
to age 40 by the residential environment of 
birth. We see that the most common life-path 
is to continue living in the residential envir-
onment where one was born. This is the case 
for 37 per cent of the city-born, 35 per cent of 
the suburban-born and over 60 per cent of the 
rural-born. This result suggests that the rural-
born are the most closely tied to their resi-
dential environment, but we must be aware 
that this fi nding is likely to be to some extent 
the result of the large land area of the rural 
area in our defi nition (see Figure 1).

Figure 3. Spatial life paths after leaving the parental home until age 40, by residential 
environment of birth.
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Just over one in every four people who 
started their independent housing careers 
in the city have moved away, not to return 
before the age of 40 (bar 4 of ‘city’). This 
spatial path is also relatively common among 
the suburban-born and the rural-born. This 
indicates that, for many people, the city is a 
temporary place in which to live. Young 
people often live in the city because of their 
education and, when they enter a new life 
phase, with a new job or a partner, they move 
to other residential environments.

Finally, it is remarkable to see in this graph 
how few rural-born people have spatial life-
paths that include city episodes. If they have 
ever spent a period of time in a city, they have 
usually moved out again by the age of 40 
(bars 4 and 8). The reverse is the case for the 
suburban-born. Over 25 per cent start their 
housing careers in the city and at the age of 
40 more than a third of them still live in an 
urban environment.

Multivariate Results

Moving to the city. The effects of city ex-
perience on moving to the city are strong 
and in the expected direction (Table 1). Each 
category of people with city experience has a 
signifi cantly higher estimated probability of 
moving to the city than people without any 
city experience. Early childhood experience 
seems to play a more important part in this 
decision than later life experience, although it 
should be remembered that part of the later 
life experience has included the decision to 
leave the city among those who have lived 
there independently, since the population at 
risk is those who live outside the city.

In the model in the second column in Table 
1, return moves have been removed from the 
analysis (these made up 45 per cent of moves 
to the city). The effects of the city experience 
change dramatically. The effect of ‘only born 
in the city’ decreased and the effects of the 
other two even became negative (although 
no longer signifi cant). This fi nding suggests 

that it is not so much the general urban 
living environment that attracts people to 
return, but a specifi c city. Having been born 
in and/or having lived in a city do not seem 
to turn people into urbanites who prefer the 
urban environment to suburban or rural 
living; however, many people return to the 
particular city in which they have spent part 
of their lives. It should be noted that, for 
some of the return movers, the fact that they 
had previously lived in that particular city 
might not have played a part in the move and 
they may have simply moved to the nearest 
available city.

Most of the effects of the more familiar 
individual characteristics are in the expected 
direction and hardly change if we exclude 
moves to the former city of residence. Singles 
have a significantly higher probability of 
moving to the city than people in a stable 
partnership. Separated and repartnered 
people have a higher probability of moving 
to the city. Both life events trigger a residen-
tial move of at least one of the partners, 
causing them to be more mobile than stable 
singles or couples. The fact that the separated 
choose to move to the city more often than 
the repartnered is in line with our expectation 
that separated people are attracted to the 
city because of the availability of affordable 
housing and the access to urban amenities. 
People with children have a significantly 
lower probability of moving to the city than 
people without children.

As expected, people out of employment 
have a significantly lower probability of 
moving to the city than working people and 
people in education. Note that this effect 
would probably be even stronger if the move 
out of the parental home had been analysed 
as well, because nest-leavers are often in their 
fi rst job, or are students.

For educational level, we see a signifi cant 
and positive relationship: the higher the 
educational level, the greater the probability 
of moving to the city. This tendency should 
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be attributed to some extent to the greater 
availability of jobs in the city, but also in some 
measure to the generally higher migration 
rates of the better-educated. The same holds 
for socioeconomic status. The strong and 
positive effect of a high educational level may 
also be partly attributable to the different 
awareness space of the highly educated 

compared with that of people with a middle 
and low level of education. Since cities often 
have characteristics that they value, the city is 
likely to have a more prominent place in the 
awareness space of the highly educated.

The signifi cantly negative effect of age can 
be attributed to the general decline in mobil-
ity with age, since we see the same sign and 

Table 1. Logistic regression model (additive parameters) for moving to the city

All moves to the city
(N = 56 273)

Return migrations 
excluded 

(N = 56 103)

Coeffi cient
Standard 

error Coeffi cient
Standard 

error

Age –18 –0.081 0.009 *** –0.086 0.012*** 

City experience (ref = neither born nor 
lived independently in city)
 Only born in city 0.996 0.120 *** 0.255 0.144 *
 Only lived independently in city 0.340 0.164 ** –0.233 0.198
 Both born and lived independently in city 0.880 0.159 *** –0.268 0.238

Partnership status (ref = steady relationship)
 Steady single 0.286 0.146 * 0.363 0.168 **
 Separated 1.568 0.179 *** 1.512 0.218 ***
 Repartnered 0.741 0.297 ** 0.731 0.378 *

Family status (ref = never had children)
 Year before childbirth 0.067 0.213 0.241 0.237
 Has child(ren) –0.538 0.145 *** –0.425 0.168 **

Work status (ref = in education)
 Not working –0.359 0.174 ** –0.410 0.208 **
 Working 0.008 0.162 0.126 0.189

Educational level (ref = low)
 Middle 0.155 0.123 0.108 0.152
 High 0.536 0.145 *** 0.681 0.176 ***

Socioeconomic status (ISEI/10) 0.115 0.037 *** 0.128 0.048 ***

Period (ref = before 1971)
 1971–84 –0.669 0.117 *** –0.750 0.140 ***
 After 1984 –0.801 0.136 *** –0.861 0.160 ***

Datasource (ref = SSCW survey)
 Family Survey 1993 –0.374 0.126 *** –0.224 0.144
 Family Survey 2000 –0.135 0.123 –0.117 0.142
Intercept –3.792 0.269 *** –4.003 0.325 ***
Number of events  511   349

Model fi t, Wald χ2 (18) 755.52 517.99

*** = p <0.01; ** = p <0.05; * = p <0.1
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magnitude of the coeffi cient in the analyses 
of moves from the city in the next section. We 
checked for non-linearity of the age effect by 
adding an age-squared variable, but its effect 
was very small and not signifi cant.

The period effects show that the probability 
of moving to the city is signifi cantly greater 
in the fi rst period than in later periods. After 
1971, the coeffi cient remains relatively stable 
and there is no indication of increased re-
urbanisation after 1984.

Moving out of the city. Table 2 shows the 
model of moving out of the city to a suburb 
or rural area for all city-dwellers. The effects 
of the spatial experience variables are in the 
expected direction. People who had previ-
ously lived in a suburb have a signifi cantly 
higher probability of moving to a suburb and 
the same holds for the effect of having lived 
in a rural area. People who were born in a 
suburb and lived there independently have a 
higher likelihood of moving to a rural area; 
however, rural experience does not increase 
the likelihood of moving to a suburb. While 
it is sometimes assumed that suburban and 
rural areas offer very similar living environ-
ments (green and quiet; see Heins and van 
Dam, 2001), this analysis suggests that they 
differ. When comparing the sub-types within 
suburban experience, we see that being born 
in a suburb has a stronger effect than having 
lived in a suburb in the independent housing 
career. The same is the case for the effects 
of the sub-types of rural experience on the 
probability of moving to a rural area. In the 
fi rst analysis, we also found this for cities; 
thus, for all three residential environments, 
being born there infl uences the probability 
of returning more strongly than having lived 
there independently.

We also ran a model which excluded return 
moves to the region where one was born 
or had previously lived in the independent 
housing career (these made up 56 per cent of 

moves out of the city). In this model (see cols 
3 and 4 in Table 2), the effects of suburban 
experience decrease and become insignifi -
cant. This fi nding is similar to that derived 
from the analysis of the cities (Table 1). Ex-
urbanites and ex-suburbanites thus seem to be 
attached to a specifi c location rather than to a 
particular type of residential environment.

In contrast, the effects of rural experience 
on the probability of moving to a munici-
pality in a rural area where one has not pre-
viously lived did remain significant. This 
result indicates that it is not only the specifi c 
place characteristics that make people return 
to a rural area, but also the more general as-
pects of a rural residential environment. An 
alternative explanation is that people with 
rural experience do attach these memories to 
a particular place, yet there are certain reasons 
for not going back to precisely the same place. 
For example, the local housing market may 
not offer suitable opportunities, whereas a 
neighbouring area does.

The effects of other individual character-
istics are as expected. Singles living in the 
city have a signifi cantly lower probability of 
moving to a suburb or rural area than do 
couples living in cities. The effect for the sep-
arated is also negative, but only signifi cantly 
so for moves to a suburb. Repartnered people 
have a significantly greater probability of 
moving from a city to a suburb than do couples, 
as we expected. Repartnering has no effect 
on the probability of moving to a rural area 
(which contradicts our expectation).

People who intend to have children are more 
likely to move from a city to a suburb than 
people either with or without children. People 
often move in anticipation of the forthcoming 
family extension in the year preceding the birth. 
If they prefer a quiet and safe environment in 
which to bring up their child(ren), as many 
do, they are likely to move outside the city. The 
results show that for this category the suburb 
is more popular than a rural area. Once people 
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have children, they are unlikely to move, as the 
small and negative effects of ‘has child(ren)’ 
indicate in all the models.

As we expected, people in employment have 
a signifi cantly higher probability of moving 
to a suburb or a rural area than do people 
who are in education, or who do not work 
for other reasons. A higher socioeconomic 
status leads to the expected greater probabil-
ity of moving to a suburb, but it does not lead 
to more moves into rural areas. In contrast, 
a higher educational level does take people 
into the countryside more often. This might 
indicate that, given the resources to make the 
move, the more highly educated prefer rural 
living to suburban living, as we expected on 
the basis of the literature.

The effects of age are negative and signi-
fi cant. The period effect is as expected: the 
probability of moving to the suburb is signi-
fi cantly greater in the period 1971–84 than 
in the preceding and following periods. The 
probability of moving to a rural area became 
particularly small after 1984, probably as a 
result of the scarcity of housing in rural areas.

Conclusion and Discussion

The aim of the study reported in this paper 
was to isolate residential experience from 
other factors infl uencing residential envir-
onment choice. To that end, we used three 
concepts: activity space, social space and 
awareness space. The fi rst two concepts help 
us to understand why the city provides a good 
environment for those enrolled in tertiary 
education, for people living as singles, for 
the (recently) separated and for the highly 
educated. The availability of affordable 
(student) housing and the abundance of 
highly differentiated job opportunities fa-
cilitate the creation of an effi cient activity 
space. Urban facilities such as pubs and clubs, 
cinemas and theatres, provide meeting places 
for those with outgoing lifestyles, in contrast 
with the suburbs and rural areas that provide 

a better social space for the more family-
oriented. Indeed, our results confi rmed that, 
in any given year, the probability of moving 
to the city was higher among the singles, the 
students, the separated and the highly edu-
cated; and, having arrived there, the fi rst three 
groups show consistently lower probabilities 
of leaving for the suburbs or a village. Leaving 
the city is more common among the more 
prosperous, the highly educated and those 
who (intend to) have children. It is clear that 
some of the major trends in the second half 
of the 20th century, such as increased partici-
pation in higher education, the postpone-
ment of union formation and child-bearing 
and rising divorce levels, have contributed to 
the re-urbanisation of recent decades. Our 
results also indicate that, for many, the stay 
will only be temporary, since most decide to 
leave the city once they have embarked on a 
steady relationship and intend to have chil-
dren—at least, if they can afford to do so.

In understanding the role of residential ex-
perience in residential environment choice, the 
concepts of social space and awareness space 
are elucidating. The social bonds to family or 
friends that tie people to their place of origin 
are often mentioned in explanations of return 
migration. The awareness space refers to the 
process through which people have learned to 
appreciate a certain place or environment in 
their previous life-course experience. Our fi rst 
results showed that the effect of residential ex-
perience is indeed strong. The magnitude of 
the parameters supersedes those of the more 
common variables such as family compos-
ition or socioeconomic status. In particular, the 
place of birth turns out to play a decisive part 
in shaping residential environment choices 
later in life, regardless of whether this is a city, 
a suburb or a rural community.

To unravel the ties to a specifi c place from 
a more general positive awareness of a resi-
dential environment that one has learned to 
appreciate, we repeated the analyses, exclud-
ing those who returned to the region of origin. 
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The effect on the parameters was substantial. 
For both cities and suburbs, we conclude that 
residential experience is only effective in 
shaping the preference for that particular 
place and hardly at all for city or suburban life 
in general, although being born in a city does 
increase the probability of moving to another 
city later in life. However, the results suggest 
that both suburban and rural experience 
early in life do shape a preference for rural 
living later on. Apparently, the associations 
with ‘rural’ are rather general. A proportion 
of those with rural experience do not care if 
they live again in the rural area from which 
they come; other rural areas are fi ne for them 
as well (or they might even prefer to live in a 
different rural area).

An obvious drawback of our analyses is 
that we did not measure preferences directly, 
but inferred them from the ‘revealed choices’ 
in migration. It is impossible to reconstruct 
the formation of attitudes in early life on the 
basis of retrospective data. Finding a statis-
tical relationship between early life-course 
experience and actual behaviour seemed to be 
the best we could do with the data to hand.

In our analyses, we used personal residen-
tial experience and residential preferences as 
a starting-point. However, we should keep 
in mind that residential choices are made 
at the household level. People may migrate 
to a place in the partner’s residential history 
(therefore being a return move for the partner, 
but not for the respondent). A personal wish 
to move back to a familiar residential envir-
onment may be hampered by conflicting 
interests or by the preferences of the partner. 
Therefore, the effects we found for the impact 
of residential experience may well be under-
estimated, if we consider that some of the 
moves in our data are likely to be return moves 
and/or moves to a familiar residential envir-
onment of the partner. An analysis that takes 
into account the decision structure in house-
holds (on data which include both partners’ 

residential histories) could possibly lead to 
further clarifi cation.

It should also be acknowledged that part 
of the attraction of residential environments 
with which people have experience might not 
have so much to do with the environment 
itself, but with the type of housing found 
there or with the price of the housing.

It would be interesting to see in which resi-
dential environment people ‘end up’ after 
reaching retirement age. In our data, there 
were too few older people to investigate this. 
Future research could shed some light on this 
topic. A number of studies have been carried 
out on return migration after retirement, but 
the research suggests that, in the Netherlands,
this is only a minor phenomenon (Visser, 
2003). Retirement migration to a familiar 
residential environment might be a more 
common phenomenon and may again be 
different between people coming from cities, 
the suburbs and rural areas.

Notes

1. The survey was commissioned by the Sticht-
ing Sociaal-culturele Wetenschappen (SSCW), 
Nederlandse Organisatie voor Wetenschappelijk 
onderzoek (NWO). The dataset is available 
under the title ‘Aspects of life-event history 
of the Dutch population: part 1: changes in 
socio-demographic data, social mobility, 
relationships history, educational career, and 
work mobility’ at the Niwi Steinmetz Archives 
(under no. P1107).

2. The datasets differ in the availability of infor-
mation about place of residence in early youth. 
In the SSCW survey, place of residence directly 
after birth is available. Family Survey 1993 
contains place of birth, but otherwise only places 
of residence after the respondent has left the 
parental home. For Family Survey 2000, there 
was no information available on birthplace, 
but on residence at age six (which was the 
earliest information available in this dataset). 
For convenience, we denote the earliest known 
place of residence as ‘place of birth’, even though 
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technically this is not correct for the SSCW 
survey and for Family Survey 2000.

3. Note that different respondents reached age 40 
in different years because we have respondents 
from different birth years; the birth year range 
for those who were at least 40 years old at the 
moment of interview is 1903–60.

4. A region is operationalised as a ‘corop’. The 
Netherlands is sub-divided into 40 corops. 
A corop is an administrative level that lies 
between the level of municipalities (N = 
537 in 2000) and the level of  provinces 
(N = 12). Each corop is an agglomeration of 
municipalities; it does not cross provincial 
borders. The division into corops was created 
following the nodal principle that each corop 
has a central core municipality/area.
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Appendix

Table A1. Variable summary statistics

All person-years 
(N = 79 815)

Last person-year of each 
respondent
(N = 3603)

Mean/
frequency

Standard 
deviation/
percentage

Mean/
frequency

Standard 
deviation/
percentage

Moving to the city (dependent 
variable in Table 1)
 Living in the city for the 1st time 18 571 23.3 686 19.0
 Living outside the city 55 762 69.9 2 677 74.3
 Year of moving to the city 511 0.7 3 0.1
 Living in the city for the 2nd 
 time or more

4 971 6.2 237 6.6

Moving out of the city (dependent 
variable in Table 2)
 Living outside the city for the 1st time 41 867 52.5 1 947 54.0
 Living in the city 24 053 30.1 926 25.7
 Year of moving to the suburb 453 0.6 3 0.1
 Year of moving to the rural area 464 0.6 4 0.1
 Living outside the city for the 2nd time 
 or more

12 978 16.3 723 20.1

City experience
 Neither born nor lived independently 
 in city

44 187 55.4 2 021 56.1

 Only born in city 21 222 26.6 849 23.6
 Only lived independently in city 7 228 9.1 383 10.6
 Both born and lived independently in city 7 178 9.0 350 9.7

Suburb experience
 Neither born nor lived independently in 
 suburb

63 460 79.5 2 804 77.8

 Only born in suburb 12 231 15.3 578 16.0
 Only lived independently in suburb 2 870 3.6 157 4.4
 Both born and lived independently in 
 suburb

1 254 1.6 64 1.8

Rural experience
 Neither born nor lived independently in 
 rural area

39 317 49.3 1 720 47.7

 Only born in rural area 35 489 44.5 1 644 45.6
 Only lived independently in rural area 2 568 3.2 121 3.4
 Both born and lived independently 
 in rural area

2 441 3.1 118 3.3

(Continued)
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All person-years 
(N = 79 815)

Last person-year of each 
respondent
(N = 3603)

Mean/
frequency

Standard 
deviation/
percentage

Mean/
frequency

Standard 
deviation/
percentage

Partnership status
 Steady single 12 477 15.6 240 6.7
 Steady relationship 62 216 78.0 2 940 81.6
 Separated 2 995 3.8 218 6.1
 Repartnered 2 127 2.7 205 5.7

Family status
 Never had children 24 566 30.8 972 27.0
 Year before childbirth 2 335 2.9 — —
 Has child(ren) 52 914 66.3 2631 73.0

Work status
 Not working 35 285 44.2 1 574 43.7
 Working 40 638 51.0 2 029 56.3
 In education 3 892 4.9 — —

Educational level
 Low 32 544 40.8 1 328 36.9
 Middle 29 265 36.7 1 445 40.1
 High 18 006 22.6 830 23.0

Socioeconomic status (ISEI/10) 4.6 1.7 4.6 1.7

Period
 Before 1971 15 490 20.0 1.0 0.0
 1971–84 31 817 39.9 31.0 0.9
 After 1984 32 058 40.2 3 571 99.1

Datasource 
 SSCW survey 44 993 56.4 2 036 56.5
 Family Survey 1993 16 080 20.2 809 22.5
 Family Survey 2000 18 742 23.5 758 21.0

Age 36.2 11.1 43.7 12.4

(Table A1. Continued)
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