
Eric Widmer and 
Norbert F. Schneider  
(eds.) 
 
 

 
 
 
 

State-of-the-Art of Mobility Research 
A Literature Analysis for Eight Countries 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01 

a working paper series  
in the research project 
Job Mobilities and Family Lives in Europe 
Modern Mobile Living and its Relation to Quality of Life 
funded by the European Commission 
www.jobmob-and-famlives.eu 

 



E. Widmer, N. F. Schneider  State-of-the-Art of Mobility Research 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 2 

Table of Contents 

Table of Contents....................................................................................................................... 2 

I. Introduction ........................................................................................................................... 4 

II. Theoretical Approaches to Job Mobility ............................................................................. 5 
1. Macro level perspectives...................................................................................................................... 6 
2. Linked micro-macro level perspectives ............................................................................................. 18 
3. Socio-demographic and socio-economic perspectives....................................................................... 33 
4. Conclusions........................................................................................................................................ 39 

III. Literature on Job Mobility in Belgium ............................................................................ 43 
1. Preamble .................................................................................................................................................. 43 
2. Job mobility and motility ................................................................................................................... 43 
3. Family functioning, family structure, family development................................................................ 52 
4. Job market.......................................................................................................................................... 53 
5. Social integration, social capital ........................................................................................................ 57 

IV. Literature on Job Mobility in France............................................................................... 61 
1. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) .................................................................................. 61 
2. Family functioning, family structure, family development................................................................ 65 
3. Job market.......................................................................................................................................... 72 
4. Social integration, social capital ........................................................................................................ 79 
5. Quality of Life.................................................................................................................................... 85 

V. Literature on Job Mobility in Germany .................................................................................. 87 
1. Job Mobility in Germany ................................................................................................................... 87 
2. Who is mobile? General factors of influence on mobility acceptance and mobility.......................... 95 
3. The effects of mobility on family functioning, family development, family problems and ways of 
coping ........................................................................................................................................................ 102 
4. Social integration and social networks............................................................................................. 109 
5. Quality of Life.................................................................................................................................. 110 

VI. Literature on Job Mobility in Poland ................................................................................... 113 
1. Premise............................................................................................................................................. 113 
2. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) ................................................................................ 119 
3. Family functioning, family structure, family development.............................................................. 122 
4. Job market........................................................................................................................................ 127 
5. Social integration, social capital ...................................................................................................... 129 
6. Quality of Life.................................................................................................................................. 131 

VII. Literature on Job Mobility in Spain.................................................................................... 136 
1. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) ................................................................................ 136 
2. Family functioning, family structure, family development.............................................................. 142 
3. Job market........................................................................................................................................ 147 
4. Social integration, social capital ...................................................................................................... 150 
5. Quality of Life.................................................................................................................................. 152 

VIII. Literature on Job Mobility in Switzerland........................................................................ 154 
1. Overview.......................................................................................................................................... 154 
2. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) ................................................................................ 154 
3. Family functioning, family structure, family development.............................................................. 159 
4. Job market........................................................................................................................................ 167 
5. Social integration, social capital ...................................................................................................... 170 

IX. Literature on Job Mobility in the United States .................................................................. 173 
1. Mobility requirements, phenomenology of realised spatial job mobility......................................... 173 
2. Mobility decisions of individuals and families ................................................................................ 175 
3. Consequences of Mobile Living: Quality of Life and Family Outcomes ........................................ 192 
4. Conclusions...................................................................................................................................... 194 



E. Widmer, N. F. Schneider  State-of-the-Art of Mobility Research 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 3 

X. Literature on Job Mobility in the Netherlands ..................................................................... 195 
1. General overview............................................................................................................................. 195 
2. Job Mobility and Motility (incl. infrastructure) ............................................................................... 195 
3. Family functioning, family structure, family development.............................................................. 197 
4. Job market........................................................................................................................................ 200 
5. Social integration, social capital ...................................................................................................... 202 
6. Quality of life ................................................................................................................................... 204 

XI. Conclusion....................................................................................................................... 205 
1. Overview of the empirical state-of-the-art in Europe ...................................................................... 205 
2. Main empirical findings ................................................................................................................... 205 
3. Gaps concerning the state-of-the-art in Europe................................................................................ 214 
4. Insights concerning the research agenda of Job Mobilities and Family Lives in Europe ................ 217 

XII. Bibliography................................................................................................................... 223 
 
 
 
 



E. Widmer, G. Viry, V. Kaufmann Chapter 1 Introduction  

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 4 

 
Eric Widmer, Gil Viry, and Vincent Kaufmann 

I. Introduction 
This report is presenting the state-of-the-art of scientific research on occupational 

spatial mobility in eight countries. It is part of the background analyses in the research project 

Job mobilities and Family Lives in Europe that is studying this issue. The six national teams, 

participating in the research project, each have contributed a literature review on the scientific 

scientific debate in their country: for Belgium, Germany, France, Poland, Spain, and for 

Switzerland. Additionally, external experts have been invited to add reviews on the United 

States, and the Netherlands. These countries were considered to have a relatively rich research 

tradition on occupational spatial mobility. So the scientific debates in these countries were 

considered worthwhile (if not necessary) being taken into account, even though these 

countries will not be studied within Job mobilities and Family Lives in Europe. So, in total 

literature reviews for eight countries are presented in this paper. They correspond to the 

chapters Three to Ten. 

A chapter of its own (chapter 2) is the summary of the theoretical debate on 

occupational spatial mobility. Unlike the discussion of empirical findings, that turns out to 

take place mainly on a national level, the theoretical discussion is a rather one international 

debate. Theoretical views on spatial mobility, published by Swiss, Germans, or French, are 

read and discussed throughout the global scientific community. As such, the state-of-the-art in 

terms of theoretical approaches is reported in one chapter for all countries. 

As a final chapter, the conclusion follows. Here, the main findings regarding the state-

of-the-art in Europe and the USA are summarised. Complementary, the main gaps concerning 

the state-of-the-art are described as well. And a number of new insights and confirmations of 

assumptions is reported that seem especially relevant for the further research agenda in Job 

mobilities and Family Lives in Europe. 

Each country specific review is following a shared structure of aspects that were 

considered relevant: Reported literature either investigates on occupational spatial mobility as 

such. Or it investigates motility, as a concept of the ability to become mobile, including the 

infrastructure for mobility in a given country. Or it links mobility to one of four fields that 

were assumed to strongly interact with mobility: family, job market, social integration and 

social capital, or quality of life. 
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Detlev Lück, Ruth Limmer, and Wolfgang Bonß 

II. Theoretical Approaches to Job Mobility 
Aside from literature presenting empirical research (as it is presented in the next 

chapters), there is, in all countries, literature presenting theoretical approaches to job-related 

mobility. Whereas the discussion of empirical findings turns out to take place mainly in 

national scientific forums and therefore will be summarized in national reports, the theoretical 

discussion is a rather European or international debate. Theories may be country-specific in a 

sense that they are influenced by specific national traditions; but they are usually not limited 

to a specific nation regarding their claim and their ability to explain mobility. Therefore 

theoretical publications are, much more than empirical ones, internationally noted, discussed 

and reacted to. And therefore this debate shall be presented in an own chapter, summarizing 

the theoretical approaches from all nine countries, and beyond. 

There are very few theories that focus only or mainly on spatial mobility. (Among 

these, the concept of motility can be introduced as the most important approach. It will be 

summarized in section 2.3.) Even theories focussing explicitly on spatial mobility, as one 

issue among others, are not easy to find. However there are many theoretical approaches, 

dealing either with social change in general or with behaviour in general, that are used for 

explaining spatial mobility. This variety shall be presented in the following sections, at least 

in their basic outlines. 

Views on mobility can be constructed from all sorts of theoretical perspectives, on the 

macro and micro level. On the macro level one can state that either the change of economies 

and labour markets (post-industrialisation, flexibilisation) induces mobility (of certain kinds). 

One can open the perspective to interactions of economies with other structural changes, such 

as communication and transportation technologies, increasing economic interactions between 

distant places (modernisation, globalisation). Or one can issue changes in the social 

relationships and cultural identities, allowing more mobility (of certain kinds) or making it 

desirable (reflexive modernisation, fluidity). 

Other approaches take micro perspectives or link the micro and macro level. These 

again, can issue structural barriers or incentives (rational choice), cultural patterns like 

attitudes and identities (“mobility culture” and life style approaches), or they can combine 

these arguments, on the macro and on the micro level, into a more holistic perspective 
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(motility). The concept of quality of life and stress theories need to be mentioned, especially, 

regarding the consequences of job mobility for the private sphere. However, also quality of 

life may have an impact on mobility. 

Linked to one or more theoretical perspectives, there is a number of important 

theoretical concepts, so to say: sets of established and empirically supported hypotheses, that 

either explain job-related mobility or its consequences or both. Among these, the most 

important might be gender, generation and position in the life course, family background, 

social networks, and socio-economic status. It seems that for almost all of them the causal 

relation to mobility is rather reciprocal than one-sided (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 

2002a, 2002b; Vignal, 2005a, 2005b, see also chapter 4). Especially the biography of couples 

and family in its interdependency with mobility experiences reveals a promising perspective. 

1. Macro level perspectives 

Macro theories have been interested mainly in explaining change of social structures, 

change of social relationships, or change of social mobility. Spatial mobility and its change 

come in often, but mostly as explaining variables among others or as boundary conditions. 

Mobility may be considered a driving mechanism behind the emergence of social 

relationships over long distances, within bigger groups of people, which again leads to 

qualitatively different social relationships. This is true for theories of modernisation, detecting 

a change from Vergemeinschaftung to Vergesellschaftung (Tönnies, 1887; similarly 

Durkheim, 1999), as well as for some theories of globalisation. A second driving mechanism 

usually is seen in new communication technologies, with communication being interpretable 

as virtual mobility. Similarly, these theories may take spatial mobility as a side-effect of the 

change of economic production, from agricultural to industrial society, or from industrial to 

knowledge-based, post-industrial society, with consequences for social relationships within 

these societies (Simmel, 1992, p. 791). Or, spatial mobility has been seen as a pre-condition 

for social upward mobility, and therefore has been predicted to characterize a modern society, 

open for social mobility. 

In the last decades spatial mobility has played a minor role in the theoretical debate in 

sociology. Concepts like globalisation, cosmopolitisation (“Kosmopolitisierung”), debounda-

risation (“Entgrenzung”), transnationalisation, hybridisation, and reflexive modernisation, for 

a long time, have been discussed only with reference to migration. Since very recently, these 

concepts are being systematically re-linked to spatial mobility in general (Pries, 2000; 
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Verstraete & Cresswell 2002; Ahmed et al., 2003; Sheller, 2003). Mobility and its 

acceleration are more and more perceived as central aspects of social change and keys to the 

understanding of modern societies (Sennett, 1998; Bauman, 2000; Urry, 2000b, 2003b; 

Kaufmann, 2002; Thrift, 2004; Rammler, 2001; Canzler & Schmidt, 2003). The core thesis in 

this macro theoretical debate is this: current social change in Western societies can be 

summarised as a process of comprehensive mobilisation. Some authors even already want to 

have detected a “mobility turn” in social theories and the birth of an interdisciplinary “new 

mobilities paradigm” (Urry, 2004). It is discussable whether we really have a “mobility turn” 

in social theories. However, there certainly is a new interest in mobility, especially in the 

linkage of mobility and modernity. 

1.1. Theories of modernisation 

Mobility is not at all a new phenomenon. But since the beginning of sociology, 

prominent authors have claimed that only in the (occidental) modernity, mobility has become 

something like a core principle for the organisation and structuring of societies (comparable 

to principles like individuality, rationality, equality, and globality). Increasing mobility is 

considered a major cause for as well as a consequence of the emergence of modern societies. 

Karl Marx, for instance, saw the most important attribute of modern societies in its 

dynamic. For him, modern societies are affected by permanent change, and the people living 

in them, unlike people in more ancient societies, are highly mobile: socially as well as 

geographically. However, Marx, like for many authors, considered social change, social 

mobility, and spatial mobility as too related to always clearly distinguish between them. He 

emphasized the breaking down and speeding up as central elements of capitalism. He noted 

an “uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, everlasting uncertainty and agitation” 

(Marx & Engels, 1848, p. 29). With “Bewegung” being translatable as well as “agitation” or 

as “motion,” this diagnosis can be read as defining not only ongoing fast social change, but 

also mobility as a core principle of modernity. For good reason, Marx saw the railway as the 

icon of capitalism. 

A more clearly outlined causality can be found in the theory of modernisation 

according to Émile Durkheim (1999). The changes that characterise modernisation, with 

social relationships becoming more formal, functional, and emotionally distant, for Durkheim, 

are driven by the increase in “moral density.” That means: people interact with more other 

people more frequently. Durkheim notes three basic causes for this trend: (a) Whereas 
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agricultural societies (as well as hunters and nomads) needed to limit the proportion of people 

to geographical space to a certain ratio that allowed it to feed itself, the industrial society 

allowed demographic changes leading to an increase in the density of the population. (b) The 

higher number of people within a given nation moved even closer together in the process of 

urbanisation. (c) Communication and transportation technologies bridge the still existing 

spatial gaps (Durkheim, 1999, p. 314). In short, Durkheim assumes that spatial mobility 

increases due to technological progress. And the increasing spatial mobility (in addition to an 

increasing density of population) is assumed to bring people closer together, with the 

consequence of social relationships changing. 

A similar, slightly more complex picture is drawn by Georg Simmel. Also he notes 

that, in modern times, people get in touch with more other people, described as widening of 

“social circles,” with consequences for the quality of social relationships in society (Simmel, 

1995, 53, 1992, pp. 456). And, like Durkheim, also Simmel considers spatial mobility a cause 

among others, including growth of population (idem) and urbanisation (Simmel, 1903, 

pp. 185), or the establishment of widely accepted currencies (Simmel, 2000, pp. 220). 

Geographical distances and barriers limit social interactions. Therefore bridging distances and 

overcoming geographical barriers allows new social interactions. This makes social 

relationships more “modern” in two ways. First, Simmel assumes that social interactions over 

long distances are limited in their contents, and therefore remain focussed on one single issue 

(like a specific professional relation), instead of including every aspect of the interacting 

people’s lives. Second, mobility indirectly forces all social interactions to be less personal, by 

allowing people to interact with more people at the same time (Simmel, 1995, pp. 221, 1992, 

pp. 698). 

However, in Simmel’s theory, the role of spatial mobility is more limited and more 

ambiguous than in Durkheim’s theory. For one, Simmel assumes that the increasing mobility 

in modern society requires a fix point of reference, even more so than in pre-modern times. 

Whereas occasionally, slowly moving pre-modern tribes could be nomads and wander 

without returning to a specific place, the fast moving people in modern societies need to be 

mobile around cities with a fixed infra-structure, in order not to break apart (Simmel, 1992, 

p. 698). For two, modernisation is not necessarily seen as a steady increase of people’s 

mobility. Simmel assumes that mobility of goods or (virtual) money through space can bridge 

the physical gap between people as well and in this way can substitute human spatial mobility 

(Simmel, 1900, p. 700). 
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Not necessarily mobility, but ability to be mobile (socially as well as in space), is also 

a consequence in Simmel’s (1992, p. 791) like in other theories of modernisation. In pre-

modern societies mobility has certainly happened (Hradil, 2002, p. 369), but it was not a 

positive, guiding value with relevance for individual decision-making or for the functioning 

and structuring of societies. The aim of being on the move was to return to the place of origin. 

In pre-modern societies, the notion of stability and immobility dominated the construction of 

social situations and contexts. The most important concepts for social integration were local 

belonging and the (unchangeable) social status. 

Modern societies, in contrast, are “mobile” in several senses: They are mobile in terms 

of allowing and being affected by social change. They are mobile in terms of allowing and 

being affected by social (economic and cultural) mobility. And they are also mobile in terms 

of allowing and being affected by spatial mobility. In theories of modernisation, these three 

dimensions are thought as closely interrelated and therefore are often addressed together 

under the term “mobility” as a summarising category. In the “first modernity,” the ideal of a 

mouldable society and of human beings as self-responsible subjects on their way to perfection 

were melted together with the imagination of physical, i.e. spatial mobility as the “engine 

behind” this project, as the instrument for putting it into reality. Another reason for this 

linkage is the assumption that interaction requires physical presence: You must have been 

there to understand what’s happening. This idea is also described as the “tourist gaze” (Urry, 

1990). And third, modernity allows mobility that norms of pre-modern societies did not 

allow: People are no longer (or less) bound to small social or geographical spaces. Therefore a 

theory of modernisation would expect a significant increase of mobility and, even more so, an 

increase in acceptance or even aspiration of mobility. There should be a linkage that Rammler 

(1999, 2001) called an “elective affinity” (“Wahlverwandtschaft”) of mobility and modernity. 

1.2. Post-industrialisation, knowledge-based society, and globalisation 

Modernisation was used as a concept for summarising the universal patterns of social 

change of occidental societies in industrial times. However, since these theories were 

published much further social change has happened, and at some point, authors noted patterns 

that did not quite fit into the same categories anymore. Therefore, in the late 20th century, new 

concepts were formulated. 

This change of societies in the late 20th century has been described by many concepts. 

Among the most popular ones are the transition from industrial to post-industrial societies 



D. Lück, R. Limmer, W. Bonß Chapter 2 Theoretical Approaches to Job Mobility  

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 10 

(Fourastié, 1954; Touraine, 1969; Bell, 1973; Deutschmann, 2002) and the concept of 

globalisation (Featherstone, 1990, 1995; Reich, 1991; Sklair, 1991; Sassen, 1991; Robertson, 

1992; Held, 1995; Waters, 1995; Albrow, 1996, 1998; Castells, 1996; Hirst & Thompson, 

1996; Altvater & Mahnkopf, 1996, 2003; Beck, 1997; Bauman, 1998; Martin & Schumann, 

1996; Beisheim et al., 1998; Zürn, 1998; Hübner & Petschow, 2001; Dürrschmidt, 2002; 

Müller, 2002; Kemper, 2003; Glyn, 2004; Thurow, 2004; Badura, 2005; Banse, 2005). 

Looking at numbers of publications, it seems obvious that the latter has replaced the first as 

the most established concept. 

Post-industrialisation notes the shift of economic activities, away from industrial 

production of goods towards the third sector. At the same time, the efficiency of industrial 

(and agricultural) production is rapidly increased by introducing complex, computer-based, 

automated technology, turning factories (and farms) into high-tech work places that require 

much more skilled workers than the factories in the early 20th century did. Since the third 

sector has been defined as the “service sector,” however, many newly created jobs that are 

classified as third sector jobs are rather about processing complex information and providing 

knowledge, the post-industrial society has been called the knowledge-based society, which 

may be a more precise label. 

Post-industrialisation is a concept that describes economic change. Its relevance for 

society lies in the fact that jobs in the third sector require differently skilled employees, 

different resources and different infra-structures. For instance, the increasing necessity of 

highly skilled workers gave education a higher value and made educational expansion 

happen. In terms of mobility it is important to notice that third sector jobs are less bound to a 

specific place of production, as industrial jobs are. They require less infra-structure, less 

physical resources and can be organised much more flexibly. Therefore they also can move or 

be mobile more easily. This makes it likely that, with the change from industrial to post-

industrial societies, mobility should be increasing even more. 

Concepts of globalisation come in very different variations. Their origin lies in 

economic descriptions, noting the expansion of international trade and of international capital 

flows, and an increase of interdependencies of national economies. Social sciences have 

corrected the pure economic view by including complementary processes into the concept: 

these are the increase of interdependencies of national policies, of cultures, of ecological 

problems etc. Anthony Giddens defines globalisation as the “intensification of world-wide 
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social relations which link distant localities in such a way that local happenings are shaped by 

events occurring many miles away and visa versa” (Giddens, 1990, p. 85). It is the element of 

rising interdependencies, of reciprocal causal impacts between distant places that can be seen 

as the core element of the globalisation concept. 

With this core understanding, some globalisation concepts may additionally describe 

related processes, such as the shift towards a knowledge-based economy (Reich, 1991; 

Castells, 1996). In other words: the concept of post-industrialism has partly been implemented 

into globalisation theories. 

Globalisation concepts like to emphasize that globalisation is more than a process 

towards a “borderless world” (Ohmae, 1991). Borders may just be re-organised in a way that 

borders between nation states, or continents become less relevant whereas those between local 

regions or social groups might become more important. However, most authors will agree that 

geographical distance becomes less important. Malcolm Waters, for example, defines 

globalisation as “social process, in which the constraints of geography on social and cultural 

arrangements recede and in which people become increasingly aware that they are receding” 

(Waters, 1995, p. 3). This concept is naturally highly relevant for framing mobility research 

since the fact that constraints of geography recede is directly linked to spatial mobility. 

The reasons for this decrease partly are borrowed from modernisation theories or 

concepts of post-industrialisation: Third sector work is more mobile by being more 

independent from infra-structure and resources, compared to industrial work. Technological 

progress makes world-wide travel faster and more affordable for more people. This way the 

ability to become mobile as well as the factual mobility rise. In other words: Spatial mobility 

is assumed to be increasing, for the simple reason that technological innovations are making 

more mobility possible. Other events may also lead to an increase of interdependencies, such 

as the growth of economies outside of the “western world.” The fall of the iron curtain is 

assumed to foster both, the (opportunity of) world-wide mobility as well as the growth of 

Eastern European and Asian markets. 

What are the consequences of globalisation for the character of societies? Authors like 

Robert Reich (1991) or Manuel Castells (1996) assume that interdependencies in society are 

becoming more ambiguous, less stable, and affected by faster change. Castells (1996) 

describes globalised societies as “network societies,” that can hardly be controlled by national 

policies anymore, and therefore are becoming more dependent on social networks. The 
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declining relevance of national policies and of national contexts has also been described by 

Martin Albrow (1998) and by Ulrich Beck (1997). The strong linkage of society and nation 

state that had been established in industrial societies in the 19th and early 20th century is 

weakened again. However, as a reaction to rising uncertainty through globalisation, also a re-

strengthening of nation states – or of regional or local spaces – has been proclaimed. The term 

of “glocalisation” (Robertson, 1995) has been introduced in this context. There are two 

further questions authors are disagreeing so far: Does globalisation lead to a more 

homogenous world society or to a more heterogeneous world of diverse societies? And: Is 

globalisation a break in the development towards modernity (Albrow, 1996; Bauman, 1998) 

or is it a continuation or intensification of this process (Altvater & Mahnkopf, 1996, 2003). 

1.3. Flexibalisation and precarious occupation 

Another concept that emphasizes economic aspects of social change in the late 20th 

century is the concept of flexibalisation. In this aspect, it is related to the notification of the 

post-industrial society. However, instead of the shift among economic sectors, it is focussing 

on the types of occupations societies establish. This way, it may not be based on primary 

causes of social change, like the concept of post-industrialisation is, but it certainly is based 

on phenomena that have a more direct impact on other aspects of social life. The same 

concept is framed in a more critical way, using the terms precarisation (“Prekarisierung”) or 

increase of precarious occupations and economic household situations. 

In the 1960s there was a firmly established and largely realised ideal for “normal” 

employment careers that included a full-time position, an unlimited time contract, a steady 

work place and relatively steady work hours (Mückenberger, 1985, 1989). During the last two 

decades, fewer and fewer occupations fulfil this ideal. The forms of occupations are varying 

stronger and they are becoming more flexible. We especially see more part-time work and 

more insecurity, due to occupation in series of short time limited contracts or as formally self-

employed work. Work hours are becoming more flexible and dependent on the companies’ 

capacities. Protection of employed work, as far as it existed in the 1960s, is cut back. As a 

consequence, multiple employments are inclining. In short, one can state that occupations are 

becoming more diverse and more variable, shifting responsibilities, risks and uncertainties 

from the employer to the employees. What used to be dependent employee appears more and 

more as a self-employed worker, offering nothing but his own man-power on a flexible, 

volatile labour market (Voß & Pongratz, 1998). 
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This development has been called flexibilisation, giving it a neutral or even positive 

connotation, because the flexibility allows the economy to react fast to changing demands, in 

order to maximize its efficiency. It has been described as increase in precarious occupations, 

emphasizing the loss of economic security for the employed people. 

At the same time that occupations are drastically changing, the normative ideal of 

secure and steady full-time employment, at least in Central and Southern Europe, has 

remained surprisingly stable. This may, at first, seem paradox or anachronistic. However, 

since other societal structures, norms, and institutions are still taking a certain level of 

economic security for granted, there are good reasons why societies persist in considering 

flexible work deviant. The socially accepted standard of living and level of consumption, the 

established norms regarding women as caregivers with men as single earners providing the 

household income alone, the lack of public childcare allowing both parents to be full-time 

employed, social security and pension systems are examples for institutionalised solutions 

that depend on the ability of employees, especially of male breadwinners, to provide a decent 

and steady income. In Germany, it takes about 40 years of full-time employment to earn the 

entitlement for a decent pension in old age. Structures like these are changing, for example 

with many European countries introducing additional private pensions to bridge the opening 

financial gap. However, these changes take time. And until new comprehensive patterns have 

been institutionalised, for securing the economic grounds of households over the entire life-

course, the normative ideal of reliable full-time employment will persist and the 

flexibilisation will appear as precariousness to private households. 

With no doubt, this has consequences for private social life, and for the structures of 

society. For the far developed “western” societies, following effects have been considered as 

potential consequences of the precarious economic situation of households: stress, quality loss 

of partnerships, postponing of family plans, low fertility, loss of social integration and social 

networks, a loss of quality of life, and increase of dual earner couples. Some of these potential 

consequences have, in fact, been empirically noted, e.g. the low fertility in Central and 

Southern Europe or the increase of dual earner couples in most European societies. However, 

to what degree these are caused by flexibilisation is left open for speculation since potential 

alternative explanations cannot be excluded. Spatial mobility comes in as an intervening 

variable: It certainly can be considered an additional potential consequence of flexibilisation 

since becoming mobile is one way of being flexible and trying to maintain a steady income. 

At the same time, spatial mobility is likely to cause or intensify many of the other potential 
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consequences, mentioned above. 

It also must be said that many of the potential consequences were not yet empirically 

confirmed, at least not in a convincing way for several societies as a whole. A reason could be 

that the uncertainties do not affect societies as a whole, but rather specific groups within 

societies who are already marginalised. This is likely to be the case for young cohorts, 

entering the labour market (Mills, Blossfeld, & Klijzing, 2006), and for women (Hofmeister 

& Blossfeld, 2006). Men in their mid ages, still have full-time employments to a relatively 

high degree. On the other hand, especially highly skilled people, especially women with high 

educational levels, are affected by flexible work (Sacher, 1998, p. 173). It is discussed 

whether this indicates that flexible jobs are partly wanted, e.g. by women trying to combine a 

supplement household income with a role as a primary caregiver, (idem) or whether the 

combination of employment and care-giving work is just a consequences of young, educated 

women being pushed towards the edge of the labour market (Hofmeister & Blossfeld, 2006). 

The correlation of precariousness and educational level also indicates that flexibilisation is 

mostly introduced in the “new” third sector jobs of the post-industrial society. 

1.4. Theories of reflexive modernisation, individualisation and fluidity 

Usually, the beginning of reflexive modernisation or individualisation (being the 

major component of reflexive modernisation) is historically connected to at least one of the 

two processes: the transition from industrial to post-industrial societies or the concept of 

globalisation. So, it is not a different phase or process that is described, but rather a different 

interpretation of the same or of a similar empirical phenomenon. However, it tries to integrate 

concepts like post-industrialisation, globalisation, and flexibilisation. And it tries to lift them 

on a higher level of abstraction in order to get to a more universal theory to describe social 

change in the late 20th century. 

Reflexive modernisation basically describes a radicalisation of modernity (Beck, 

Bonß, Lau, & 2003). The core principles of modernity, so the theory says, could only be 

successfully introduced, because they, at first, remained embedded and weakened by pre-

modern structures: The industrial society has introduced social mobility and social change 

based on a rational maximisation of efficiency. However, mobility and change were mainly 

limited to the organisation of labour and took certain needs of private life, certain ascribed 

gender and class differences within the division of labour and certain geographical spaces of 

labour for granted. The principles of modernity then have been applied to their own scope, 
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with the consequence of claiming to be applied universally and to overcome any legitimation 

through tradition. This way the social change due to modernisation has been accelerated. The 

claim to maintain a residence in a traditional, familiar place and to keep investing in 

traditional, familiar social ties, now, is considered problematic because it restraints 

productivity. The trend towards being socially and geographically highly mobile, that Karl 

Marx has described already more than 150 years ago, is now expected to come true by 

theories of reflexive modernisation. 

According to the expectations, in the 21st century, the needs for mobility are inclining, 

even beyond what was noted for the (early) modernisation, especially the mobility related to 

economic and labour market demands. As the flexibilisation concept describes, people are 

expected to sell their manpower as self-responsible, quasi self-employed entrepreneurs on 

liberal labour markets. And as such, they are expected to be flexible and mobile: 

professionally, socially, and geographically. Whereas life-courses in pre-modern societies, 

and even in advanced industrial societies, have been rather certain and predictable, but less 

open for individual accomplishment, life-courses in late modern or post-industrial societies 

are becoming more open and more uncertain. However, this openness is not only an aspect of 

freedom, but also of restraint, with people experiencing pressure to become mobile. Mobility 

does not guarantee employment, a decent income, or social integration. It is not a sufficient 

precondition for economic and social success. But it has become a necessary pre-condition. 

In analogy with the changing responsibilities of employees on the labour market, the 

theory of reflexive modernisation predicts a comprehensive change of role models. The final 

step towards reflexive modernity corresponds with the model of the “flexible man,” described 

by Richard Sennett (1998). His main character is to not know about traditions or 

unquestionable values, to not strike roots, but to always be ready to go. He is willing to be 

socially and geographically mobile in order to sell his man-power. Sennett is interpreting the 

social changes connected with this trend as “erosion,” as a crisis bearing the danger of anomy. 

Other authors (like Manuel Castells or Ulrich Beck) have a more optimistic view, assuming 

that the change may lead to new forms of social relations. These relations are not defined by 

tradition, but need to be actively created. 

Life-courses in general are not following clearly pre-defined patterns anymore. Men 

will not necessarily marry at a certain age and then turn into full-time breadwinners until 

retirement; women will not necessarily have a family, interrupt their job career and turn into 
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full-time housewives until the children move out. Life-course tracks have become uncertain. 

However, this uncertainty can be experienced not only as a threat but also as freedom of 

choice. 

The tendency towards more mobility, flexibility, and change does not only affect 

individuals. Structures are affected too, maybe even more so. More capital is moved faster 

around the globe. With this, there are increasing demands for labour to be mobile and for 

social structures to be flexible. Within the economy there is rising acceptance for the principle 

of “creative destruction” (“schöpferischen Zerstörung”), as described by Peter Schumpeter. 

Within politics there is a call for more readiness for reforms. Tendencies like these have been 

described as “liquid modernity” (Bauman, 2003) or as “reflexive modernisation” (Beck, 

Giddens, & Lash, 1994). 

Looking for empirical confirmation in history, three steps of development have been 

distinguished (Bonß & Kesselring, 1999, p. 47): 

(1) The first period where a modern perspective on mobility can be found is the 18th 

century. Here, mobility was mainly an issue among the new bourgeois elite. Mobility was 

associated with the transition from absolutism to civil society and, as such, strongly positively 

evaluated and even normatively demanded. Changing one’s geographical position and, with 

doing so, the social or cultural context was considered an opportunity for collecting new 

insights and intellectual perspectives. Based on this view, among bourgeois elites a culture of 

travel developed (Bausinger, Beyrer, & Korff, 1999). 

(2) In the 19th and early 20th century, mobility became an issue for wider parts of 

society. Mobility and ability to become mobile was established as a social value, being 

strongly associated with social mobility on the one hand, and with technological success and 

ruling nature on the other hand. Also acceleration of speed became an important goal. 

However, the factual mobility did not increase as much as its evaluation. Also, mobility was 

mainly thought only within national borders. 

(3) Reflexive modernisation can be considered a third step: The claim for mobility 

becomes international and global. It is considered important not only from an economic 

perspective anymore, but also in other contexts. 

The analysis of current changes that we can summarise as reflexive modernisation is 
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still going on. A number of recent trends have been noted that are implemented into the 

theory, in more or less convincing ways. These debates are interesting since they may lead to 

the expectation of new forms of mobility and of ability to become mobile. The accents of the 

reflexive modernity debate have changed at least in three ways in recent years: 

(1) There is an emergence of virtual mobility: New communication technologies allow 

us to transport huge amounts of digital data from one place on earth to another. This gives 

“communication” a new quality in a way that not only face-to-face conversation, but also 

physical presence is simulated, including the visual impression of places and the option to 

interactively collect information that fits very specifically one’s interests. Combined with the 

trend towards third sector job that are mainly about processing information, often all 

resources that a work place needs can be sent through cables around the world at the speed of 

light. This way, employees may work on projects for far-away customers and purposes, with 

far-away colleagues and resources, without being corporeally on the move. This is a new 

phenomenon that, at least in its social consequences, is more than just a new way of 

communicating. And it is discussable in what way virtual mobility is a better term. On the one 

hand, it substitutes for mobility and creates physical immobility. On the other hand, it 

simulates travel around the world at a speed that hardly can be accelerated any further and 

therefore shows a lot of the characteristics of spatial mobility to a higher degree than mobility 

itself does. This may lead to the interpretation that e-mail and internet are a new level of 

acceleration of mobility. 

(2) The intense linkage between social and geographical mobility as it has been 

assumed by theories of modernity and early theories of reflexive modernity is breaking up. 

The compulsion to be mobile does seem to increase. However, the readiness for geographical 

mobility is not any longer a prerequisite or a guarantee for social upward mobility, rather a 

means to avoid social downward mobility. 

(3) It is questioned in what way the role of mobility needs to be re-put into 

perspective. Whereas during the “first modernity” social and geographical mobility were 

conceived as a doable but mainly not yet realized path towards a better life, mobility now to 

some degree is experienced as a reality. However this experience makes persisting boundaries 

for mobility as well as downsides visible, including the insecurity concerning social descents. 

So, the vision of unlimited mobility of autonomous subjects through time and space is 

unmasked as illusionary. “We have never been mobile” is Latour’s conclusion about 
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modernity (1995). At least, mobility today rather appears as an ambiguous phenomenon. On 

the one hand, it continues to be a thought of as a positive guiding value for the organisation of 

modern societies. On the other hand, institutional settings actually change in ways that make 

mobility more difficult and less necessary. For instance, people do not have to travel 

corporeally to be mobile. 

At this point, the role of mobility in and for society becomes unclear. Some theories of 

reflexive modernisation (e.g. Sennett, 1998; Urry, 2000b) still expect a very significant 

increase in mobility that will introduce us to the “flexible man” (Sennett, 1998). John Urry 

(2000b) even postulates that sociology needs to change its main focus: it needs to study forms 

of mobility, instead of structures. Fluidity, he argues, is the main characteristic for societies in 

the 21st century. Fluidity means an increase of movement of people, goods, and information –

being virtually, imaginatively, or physically on the move. This prediction, however, is not 

well supported by empirical data. 

2. Linked micro-macro level perspectives 

Macro level theories are helpful to understand cross-national differences and long-

term societal change. However, they are usually unable to explain variance within societies, 

which is unsatisfying for research with micro level data. And in the case of mobility, a further 

disadvantage is that they do not make it easy to differentiate between different forms of 

mobility. 

This differentiation and the explanation of within country variance can be achieved 

more easily with theories of action that focus the micro level. Some theories may appear as 

pure micro level models. But most models link their predictions regarding individual 

behaviour on the micro level to influences that may lie on the micro or macro level. Three 

main approaches are presented here: Rational choice theories start out by assuming that 

individuals make rational decisions, following their individual interests and reflecting 

structural incentives and barriers. Complementary there are approaches, framed as cultural or 

life style theories. These assume that individual behaviour (like choosing whether to become 

mobile or not) reflects immaterial normative concepts: established cultural concepts in society 

that are followed unconsciously, expectations from significant others, social values and 

norms, or personal habits, attitudes, values and life styles. The concept of motility could be 

considered a synthesis between the two. 
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2.1. Rational choice approaches 

Rational choice theories have in common that they assume that individuals follow own 

subjective interests with their behaviour. Most models assume that people are making 

conscious rational decisions regarding their behaviour, taking into account the circumstances 

they act in. With picking one out of many options how to act, they are trying to maximize the 

ratio of benefits and costs. Coming from economics, the early rational choice theories would 

consider only monetary benefits and costs as relevant. Also, it was assumed that actors were 

free in their decisions and fully informed about the benefits and costs of all their options. 

These assumptions have the advantage of making the decision process and its outcome 

calculable and predictable. Adopting rational choice theory to non-economic social issues, 

however, made these assumptions appear rather unrealistic and has lead to more complex and 

more realistic variations. 

Instead of assuming that actors are free in their decision, newer “RC” models assume 

that they are limited by constraints (Simon, 1957, 1991). These constraints can be of multiple 

kinds: for example lack of physical strength, lack of resources, or lack of knowledge. For a 

decision whether to become occupationally mobile, constraints could be not having a driver’s 

license, living far from a train station, or not knowing about an alternative job in the 

neighbourhood. So, the assumption of constraints also implies that actors may not be fully 

informed about all options they have and about the benefits and costs coming with them. 

Simon (1957, 1982, 1991) therefore speaks of bounded rationality that leads to the choice of 

behaviour. 

Bounded rationality is likely to lead to behaviour that comes with relatively high 

utility and relatively low costs. However, there is no guarantee for that. And it is certainly not 

guaranteed that the best of all possible ratios of benefits and costs is achieved. Therefore the 

goal of behaviour under bounded rationality is not maximising, but satisficing (idem), 

meaning achieving at least a specific, defined minimum level of utility. An employee, for 

example, might not go for the best paid job or the shortest of all commutes, but rather for a 

job that pays at least X Euro a month, that allows him to spend at least four nights per week at 

home etc. 

Applying RC to non-economic issues brings up another argument why it is an illusion 

to predict behaviour based on the maximisation of utility. This reason is that the height of 

benefits and costs are subjective and therefore, for a social scientist as an external observer, 
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often indefinable. Whether it is more “valuable” enjoying time with one’s family during the 

week or, instead, having a well paid, prestigious job depends not only on the actor’s specific 

situation, but also on the actor’s individual preferences. These benefits are not measurable in 

any “currency” or objective quantifiable unit, and even less so in the same currency where 

their values would be comparable. To weight up between the two, is something every 

individual has to do for her- or him-self. Therefore, a variation of RC theory has been 

introduced, known as the SEU model. It assumes that it is the subjectively expected utility that 

explains an actor’s behaviour (Savage, 1954), not an objectively measurable utility. 

An RC model that tries to correct the major critiques quite well has been introduced 

by Siegwart Lindenberg (1985). Pulling together the classical economic theory, based on 

“homo economicus” (Smith, 1776; Spranger, 1914) as an ideal actor, with “homo 

sociologicus” (Dahrendorf, 1958) being the ideal actor of sociological role theory, he 

designed the RREEMM model, assuming a resourceful, restricted, expecting, evaluating, 

maximizing man as an ideal actor. Unlike RREEMM’s ancestor “homo economicus,” this 

actor is restricted in his options (by constraints), and not fully informed. He can only expect 

certain benefits and costs that depend on his subjective evaluations. On the other side, he can 

be resourceful in creating new options and compromises that did not appear at first. 

The argument of bounded rationality has gone further. New RC models assume that, 

in some situations, the lack of information or time for decision-making can be severe enough 

or the achievable advantage in terms of utility, in comparison, low enough, that reflecting 

consciously on costs and benefits does not happen at all (not even according to subjective 

preferences). A paradox situation can appear: The most rational way of deciding for a specific 

behaviour may be not to decide rationally. For example, choosing an ice cream flavour in an 

ice cream bar in a foreign country (without understanding of the language or translation 

available) is likely to happen intuitively or instinctively. Finding a dictionary or somebody to 

translate would be more “costly” than choosing a not so much preferred flavour. So, in this 

situation, it is rational not to be rational about the decision. Therefore, Hartmut Esser (1993b, 

1996, 2000, 2001) in his frame selection model would expect an actor to go through a two-

step decision process: In a first step he will define the situation, meaning he will note the 

circumstances of the situation and pick a basic pattern how to react to it: a frame of action. If 

the situation calls for the reflecting-calculating mode (rc), meaning a conscious reflection of 

(subjective) benefits and costs, the actor, in a second step, will make a rational decision in a 

strict sense. If it does not, he will, in the second step, go on automatic-spontaneous mode (as), 
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instead, and make an instinctive decision. 

In the context of occupational mobility, it may not be necessary to include an 

automatic-spontaneous mode into a rational choice model. It is possible that employees get 

into a long-distance commuting situation without much conscious reflection, since the 

importance of staying employed is a strong frame that might not be questioned as long as it 

“only” implies a long commute. However, deciding between unemployment and relocation, 

or between daily long-distance commute and weekly commute will probably always need to 

be considered a high cost situation. So, it is worth trying to get enough information for 

making a well reflected rational choice. And mostly, the relevant information will be 

accessible in the available time. Also there are few alternatives to a consciously reflected 

decision. Most people can not draw on biographical experiences or cultural patterns when 

they are facing a decision regarding becoming mobile. There are no well proven, established 

ways how it is usually done to balance between labour market demands and the demands of 

family and friendship networks. 

For this reason, rational choice models that were applied to mobility issues remained 

rather strict in their assumptions (Sjaastad, 1962; Wolpert, 1965; Kalter, 1997, 1998). These 

authors explain migration mainly by assuming that people migrate if they expect the long-

term utility to be higher in a new place. The differences between the models are marked by 

secondary questions: Are only monetary or also social benefits and costs relevant for the 

decision? Does the current place of residence gat a “bonus” for avoiding mobility costs? And 

on which level are decisions made: individual, partnership, or family? 

The latter question is a more crucial one. A theory may lead to very different 

predictions, depending on whether it assumes individuals to be maximising (or satisficing) 

their individual utility or whether it assumes families to be maximising the family’s utility. In 

the context of family decisions, it seems hard to believe individuals would make decisions 

independently from their family members. Since family members, at some point, have to 

come to a common decision (or break up) pure individual rationality should only be found 

within the family internal debate towards a common decision. Here, it could be framed by 

negotiation theory or game theory. However, the outcome of the decision whether a family 

should relocate or migrate or a family member should take a job that requires long-distance 

commuting should rather be framed as partnership or family decision. An in between solution 

is formulated by Gary S. Becker (1981) who applies economic theory on family decisions. He 
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almost gives up the core assumption of rational choice theory by claiming that individuals can 

be altruistic. However, he assumes altruism only for parents in the sense that they consider 

the utility of their children in the same way as their own. 

Individual as well as family decisions are made on the micro level. How does the 

macro level come in? James Samuel Coleman (1990) has explained the interrelation in a 

scheme, known as the micro-macro graph. A condition on the macro level may be part of the 

potential costs and benefits that many individuals are reflecting, while making a rational 

decision in favour of their utility. Therefore the macro condition influences these individuals’ 

decisions. And with many individuals tending to decide in a specific way, a new macro 

phenomenon may emerge. For instance, a general tax break for costs for long-distance 

commuting, as it exists in Germany, may make employees in Germany more likely to accept a 

job that requires long commutes. So, the consequence might be a high ratio of long-distance 

commuters in Germany. This is a macro phenomenon that again may affect individual choices 

(for example by jamming highways). 

As Esser notes, the micro-macro graph, in a more abstract form, describes the 

interrelation of macro and micro level according to any theory of action (Esser, 1993a). 

According to any theory of action, all or at least many individuals will, in some way, react to 

macro level conditions. So, according to any theory of action, one macro level condition is 

likely to cause another macro level effect. 

2.2. “Mobility culture,” life style perspective, and role theory 

The development of rational choice theories is characterised by weakening the 

formally strict assumptions and by including more and more non-rational or non-utility 

oriented elements. This indicates that there are ways in which people act that are not captured 

by the assumptions of maximising utility and making conscious rational decisions. The range 

of alternative ways of acting is probably large. However, these alternative ways of acting are 

also rather difficult to formalise. Therefore alternative theories of action, beyond rational 

choice, are not very well developed. 

One way to summarise this range of alternative ways of acting is the concept of 

culture. For this reason, in debates on mobility research, it has been claimed that “mobility 

culture” should be introduced as an explaining concept (e.g. Bericat, 1994). The term 

“mobility culture,” so far, is only arbitrary. It has not yet been defined or elaborated as a 
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theoretical approach. However, we can understand it as those aspects of culture that affect 

decisions and behaviour in the context of spatial mobility. So, mobility culture is deductible 

from culture, as a broader concept. 

Culture is a rather well established concept, but one with many deviating definitions 

(see Kroeber & Kluckhohn, 1952). Most definitions try to capture culture by listing elements 

it consists of. Which elements exactly these are is being discussed. However, there is a 

common understanding according to which the elements of culture share a few criteria that 

probably mark the outlines of this concept relatively well: (1) Elements of culture are non-

material, addressable maybe as knowledge, beliefs, habits and frames, or social constructs. 

(2) This knowledge enables individuals to interact with others, by reducing the infinity of 

ways to act to a small number of established, appropriate options. (3) In order to so, cultural 

knowledge must be shared by, more or less, all members of a group or society. The distinction 

of people who share and people who do not share cultural knowledge is one of the core 

criteria that identify a group or society. (4) In order to maintain this common knowledge in a 

group or in society, each new member or generation is made familiar with it in a process of 

socialisation. (5) However, with the exchange of members and generations and the permanent 

re-production of culture by new members and generations, the common knowledge and 

beliefs may gradually change. Tylor (1974) offers the following definition: “Culture [...] is 

that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other 

capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.” A more straight forward 

definition might be: Culture is the knowledge and the beliefs that are shared by the members 

of a group or society, and that one member of this group or society expects another member to 

share when they interact with each other. 

Keeping in mind this function culture has for enabling humans to interact in society, it 

is not difficult to identify examples for knowledge that qualifies as cultural. Sharing a 

language, for example, is a necessary pre-condition for many forms of interaction. Similarly, 

it is of major importance to know about appropriate forms of greeting, about the meaning of 

red and green traffic lights, to know how to get cash from a cash machine, or how operate a 

public phone or an elevator, when being exposed to public life. Some of this knowledge is 

about knowing facts (e.g. a hot burner will burn you if you touch it); some is about beliefs that 

are thought to be true (e.g. you might be reborn as an animal if you behave sinful). But mostly 

cultural knowledge means knowing about social values and social constructs in the group or 

society one lives in (e.g. the importance of respecting authority, the gender and age 
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appropriate ways of dressing in public, the rules of politeness, the value and usage of money 

etc.). Also aspects of mobility culture seem clearly detectable. In order to become mobile it is 

important to know about traffic signs and speed limits, to know about train schedules and how 

to research them, to know how much luggage is allowed on an airplane etc. 

These examples mainly describe cultural knowledge characterising national societies 

or even bigger units, such as the modern “western world” of post-industrialised countries. As 

such, they will only be able to explain cross-national or cross-cultural differences. Freisl, for 

example, explains differences in the mobility of Europeans and US Americans by basic social 

values. In the United States, he sees stronger values of freedom and equality which have 

promoted mobility. In contrast, he considers European values to have a stronger emphasis on 

property ownership and education. This has, on the one hand, enforced emotional ties to one’s 

hometown and, on the other hand, fostered a hierarchical understanding of authority, both 

hindering mobility (Freisl, 1994). Such comparisons can also be made within Europe. For 

example Spain, compared to Northern and Central European societies, is considered to have a 

rather immobility oriented culture, given that the split shift doubles commuting time and 

relocation is hindered by a very high share of homeowners in a very rigid housing market (De 

Miguel & De Miguel, 2002). 

It is not necessarily only the content of culture that fosters or hinders mobility. Also 

the size of geographical spaces that share the same culture can be an explanation. For 

example, Freisl also considers the different education systems in the various German states 

and the language barriers within Europe as obstacles for mobility that the United States does 

not have (Freisl, 1994). 

Below the national level, there are several kinds of social groups that each are 

characterized by sub-cultures. Such groups can be populations of a specific region, town or 

quarter, ethnic minorities, religious denominations, social classes and strata, milieus and life 

style groups, generations, colleagues in a work place, students in a specific university, peers, 

etc. Ronald Inglehart (1977, 1989) has, for example, shown that newly born generations tend 

to be more “post-materialistic” than earlier born generations. The same is true for highly 

educated in comparison to less educated social groups. Given that each individual is member 

of a national society and of many social groups at the same time, given that cultural 

knowledge diffuses from one social group to another using the common members as bridges, 

given that culture is permanently changing, and given that many cultural elements are not 
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shared by all, but only by many members of a group, it is impossible to clearly identify what 

is part of which culture or sub-culture at a given moment. There may be a clearly identifiable 

core culture, but the borders of cultures and sub-cultures will always be blurred. 

For designing a theory of action, explaining micro level differences, it is important to 

consider not only cultures of national societies, but also sub-cultures of social groups. Unique 

for an individual is, by definition, no single culture or sub-culture. It is only the specific 

combination of cultures and sub-cultures the individual shares – due to membership in a 

specific set of social groups. 

With culture being a macro phenomenon, sub-culture being a meso phenomenon, and 

a specific combination of cultures and sub-cultures being a micro phenomenon, the micro-

macro link for a cultural theory of action is obvious. The influence of the macro level on 

individuals happens through socialisation. The influence of individuals on the macro level 

happens through variation that new generations create re-producing culture. Ronald Inglehart 

describes a value change (1977), and a cultural shift (1989) that moves from materialism to 

“postmaterialism” or from modernization to postmodernization (Inglehart, 1997) and thus 

links the macro theories of reflexive modernisation to micro level analysis on culture. 

Whereas Inglehart shows that these core values shape people’s behaviour in many ways, he 

does not look at their effect on mobility decisions. It is possible that post-materialism makes 

people less likely to become mobile for job reasons, given that they consider a secure income 

not as important, but emphasize more social values. It is also possible that post-materialism 

makes people more likely to become mobile, given that they put higher value on self-

fulfilment. 

Values can certainly be considered one element of culture. The assumption that values 

are guiding behaviour is already part of their definition: A value is “a conception, explicit or 

implicit, distinctive of an individual or characteristic of a group, of the desirable which 

influences the selection from available modes, means and ends of action” (Kluckhohn, 1951). 

Values have been explicitly named as one influence for behaviour (among others) by Max 

Weber (1980) describing the ideal type of value-rational action. And also Talcott Parsons 

(Parsons & Shils, 1951) included them, in his general theory of action, as one component 

among others, describing action as a social system and values as a cultural sub-system. 

Values and attitudes, being more situation specific conceptions of the desirable, are 

also core explaining variables behind the concept of life styles. Life styles are sets of 
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preferences and patterns of behaviour regarding clothing style, furnishing and arranging one’s 

apartment, consumption, especially consumption of media, and ways of spending leisure time 

(Toffler, 1980). Since these private spheres of life are hardly restricted by external influences 

they are good indicators for the pure individual character. So, it is assumed that they express 

individual taste and habits, individual world views, values, and attitudes. Other areas of 

behaviour might be less good expressions since they may be affected by circumstances as 

well. But nevertheless life style theory assumes that basically all areas of behaviour are, to 

some degree, affected by life styles as well. These can be arranging partnerships, family 

planning, preferred kind of jobs, voting, etc. For many societies, researchers have empirically 

identified life style groups, using large sets of indicators and cluster analysis. They have come 

to various classifications (Mitchell, 1983; Plummer, 1974; Schulze, 1993), showing that the 

borders of life styles are fuzzy and ambiguous to draw. However, according to more or less 

each classification, the core assumptions could be confirmed that there are sets of correlating 

forms of self-expressions, and they do affect behaviour in many ways. It also has been shown 

that life styles are structured by socio-demographic variables, especially by generation and 

education. This again goes well with Inglehart’s findings, showing the same influence for 

values. 

It is not true that culture can only explain variation in behaviour inasmuch as the 

cultural knowledge varies. Cultural beliefs may apply only for specific situations. Then, even 

if all members of society share the same cultural patterns, only people who find themselves in 

this particular situation will behave accordingly. This is demonstrated by role theory. Role 

theory assumes that people take on social positions in society. Social positions are positions 

in a field of social relationships (Dahrendorf, 1958). For example the intercept point of the 

relations teacher – students, teacher – parents, and teacher – school director marks the role of 

a teacher. The expectations that these groups of people, students, parents, director, have 

regarding the position of the teacher and the person who fills it defines the role of he teacher. 

According to role theory, people are defined by the set of roles they hold. Human behaviour is 

shaped by the expectations that people are exposed to. If we consider the expectations of 

society as a whole also as relevant, then we consider social norms to be an explanation for 

human behaviour. 

How can expectations and social norms explain micro level differences in behaviour? 

Whereas cross-national macro level differences may be explained by the existence of different 

norms in different societies, micro level differences within a society must either be explained 
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by individual perception (or priorities) regarding the importance of social expectations or by 

differences in the situation. If it is a social norm to take care of one’s parents in old age, if 

they need support, then this will not keep everybody from relocating, but only those whose 

parents need support. If it is a social norm that wives should support their husband’s careers 

then this will affect married women with their husbands who are confronted with a job-related 

mobility demand. People are reacting to a situation, similarly as they would do according to 

rational choice theory. The only difference is that the motivation for the reaction is not 

maximising utility, but following expectations and social norms, avoiding exclusion and other 

negative sanctions for deviant behaviour. 

The difference between acting according to values or attitudes and acting according to 

social norms and expectations cannot be told from a macro level perspective. In both cases a 

specific culture fosters a specific pattern of behaviour. On the micro level, however, they are 

very different. Whereas following norms means following other people’s world view, maybe 

renouncing own beliefs, acting according to values means following own beliefs, and maybe 

offending other people’s world view. The first one avoids social conflicts; the second one 

avoids psychological conflicts. 

There is at least a third mechanism how acting based on culture can work. Between 

the own belief and the social definition of how to do “it” right, there are patterns that are 

followed unconsciously. We may call such a pattern a model or a “leitbild.” Sometimes 

people do not reflect how things should be done. They do not have an attitude of their own, 

and they are not aware of anybody else’s expectation. They just know that there has been a 

specific way of doing “it” that worked out. And since there is no need of inventing a second 

way, people follow the example, without even reflecting whether this might be a desirable or 

an undesirable behaviour. This type of acting is also often assumed in role theory. It also is 

implied in the theory of doing gender, as an explanation how women and men take on gender 

specific ways to behave, based on the examples they see growing up in a gendered society 

(West & Zimmerman, 1987; West & Fenstermaker, 1995). The broader theoretical framework 

consists of symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology (Goffman, 1959, 1977; Garfinkel, 

1984). 
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2.3. Motility 

Strictly speaking, motility is not a theory that tries to explain mobility. Instead, it is a 

concept that claims to replace mobility as an interest of social sciences. And it comes with a 

theoretical model for explaining it. However, motility does not really exchange the dependent 

variables; it rather claims to be a “reconceptualisation” and a “fine-tuning” of mobility 

(Kaufmann, 2002, p. 37). Mobility is interpreted as a manifestation of motility. In that sense, 

motility can be understood as a theoretical model that explains mobility. 

Motility is the “capacity of a person to be mobile.” (idem). The concept of motility is 

introduced to overcome two obstacles for meaningful research on mobility: (1) Unlike the 

term “mobility” that is used for very different phenomena (movement of people through 

space, movement of goods through space, exchange of data, diffusion of culture, change of 

social status, change of occupational position, etc.), motility is supposed to offer an 

unambiguous term for a clearly defined phenomenon. (2) Unlike most understandings of 

mobility, motility is supposed to capture a socially relevant phenomenon. The problem with 

mobility is seen in the fact that the motion through geographic space, as such, from a social 

science perspective, might not be too relevant. Motion can happen in very different contexts, 

with very different intensions, and very different social consequences. Instead, motility refers 

to an attribute of the actor who eventually becomes mobile, and it is not limited to the process 

of motion itself (Kaufmann, 2002, p. 36). 

Vincent Kaufmann offers a more precise definition: “Motility can be defined [...] as 

the way in which an individual appropriates what is possible in the domain of mobility and 

puts this potential to use for his or her activities” (2002, p. 37; similarly: 2005, p. 126). It is 

the aggregation “of all factors that define a person’s capacity to be mobile, whether this is 

physical aptitude, aspirations to settle down or be mobile, existing technological transport and 

telecommunications systems and their accessibility, space-time constraints (location of the 

workplace), acquired knowledge such as a driver’s licence, etc.” (2002, p. 38). These factors 

can be sorted into the categories “access,” “skills,” and “appropriation.” 

Access (or “accessibility”) summarises the theoretically available means of 

transportation and communication (“options” – existence and density of a railroad network, 

availability of high speed trains, etc.) and the practical conditions under which these means 

can actually be used (price for a train ticket, schedule of trains running,...). The factors 

summarised as access will vary strongly between different geographic places and their density 
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of population (urban versus rural). 

Skills (or “competences”) summarise the physical abilities (ability to walk, to see, to 

ride a bike, etc.), the achieved competences (driving licence, knowledge of English language 

for international travel, etc.) and organisational competences that help to make mobility 

happen (ability to research cheap flight prices, spontaneity, etc.). Skills depend on 

socialisation as well as on age and life experience. 

Appropriation (or “cognitive appropriation”) is an individual’s subjective 

interpretation of access and skills. It refers to the difference whether people consider their 

skills and access to be sufficient for becoming mobile. And it also refers to the difference 

whether people consider mobility being worth investing time, money, or energy to achieve 

necessary skills. Appropriation reflects people’s individual preferences, values, attitudes, and 

habits, as well as their plans for the future (Kaufmann, 2002, p. 38-39). 

The three dimensions of motility represent various theoretical approaches that all add 

to its explanation. In that sense, motility is an approach that integrates others, such as rational 

choice and “mobility culture.” Access is a structural component that will follow a rational 

choice type logic. Skills may be comparable to the concept of human capital as individual 

characteristics that affect rational choice behaviour. Appropriation rather represents cultural 

influences. However, linkages can be made to more specific theoretical concepts (as they shall 

be described in section 3): Skills depend on age and biography, probably also on gender and 

the socio-economic background. Appropriation is likely to depend on generation, gender, 

family background, and social networks. And so on. Motility combines influences on the 

micro level, such as individual experiences shaping a person’s skills, with macro level 

influences, such as the infrastructure for transportation. 

2.4. Stress theory and quality of life 

In understanding mobility decisions, quality of life, expected changes of quality of life 

as well as the experience of stress can frame the analysis. Furthermore the concepts of quality 

of life and stress theory are approaches that can explain consequences of job mobility. Both, 

quality of life and stress theory are very heterogeneous concepts, used in various scientific 

disciplines. Quality of life basically addresses the well being of people. Depending on the 

specific operationalisation, a number of relevant levels is taken into account. Cummins (1996) 

has identifies 173 different ways of operationalisation. 
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One common sense is that stress and burdens lower the quality of life. Therefore, 

stress usually is considered a subordinate concept to quality of life. It is empirically proven 

that burdens can have negative effects on the psychological and physical well being as well as 

on the satisfaction with the partnership. So, several levels of quality of life are affected 

(Bodenmann, 2000; Diener, 1984; Faltermeier, 1994). 

Spatial mobility requires that people adjust in many ways. We can distinguish burdens 

that are directly related to cover geographical distances, such as dense and noisy traffic or the 

loss of time for commuting, from secondary effects. But not only people who are mobile, also 

their family members can be affected indirectly in specific ways. And the analysis of these 

indirect effects can draw on a relatively long history of stress theoretical research. Regarding 

long-distance commuting, there are meanwhile many studies, reporting about intensified 

stress and loss of health (Blickle, 2005; Häfner, Kordy, & Kächele, 2001; M. Koslowsky, 

1997; Novaco, Stokols, & Milanesi, 1990; Ott & Gerlinger, 1992; Rapp, 2003; Schaeffer et 

al., 1988; Stadler et al., 2000). In these studies, the concept of quality of life is only seldom 

referred to. Therefore, in the following, a stronger emphasis will be put on stress theories. 

The psychological research on stress is dominated by the theory of Lazarus as a main 

framework (Becker, Schulz, & Schlotz, 2004; Kaluza, 2003). It understands stress neither as 

external stimulus nor as internal reaction, but as a relationship (“transaction”) between 

individual and environment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). If an individual gets the impression 

not to be able to cope with a situation anymore stress emerges. This implies that stress 

depends on the subjective evaluation of the requirements of a given situation as well as on the 

subjective evaluation of the own capabilities to fulfil them. 

Based on the transactional model according to Lazarus and on the salutogenic model 

by Antonovsky (1988), Becker, Schulz, and Schlotz (2004) have developed a systemic 

demands-resources model. This model differentiates attributes of the environment and of the 

individual in the moment of emerging stress. Furthermore, it claims to explain both, the 

subjective experience of stress and the effects on health related quality of life. The health 

constitution is defined by the individual’s ability to cope with external and internal 

requirements, using external and internal resources. If requirements exceed resources over a 

longer period of time, chronic stress will emerge and diminish the person’s health 

constitution. But also aside from causing chronic stress, excessive requirements have a direct 

negative effect on quality of life. 
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Based on social-medical and social-psychological findings, Koslowsky, Kluger, and 

Reich (1995) present a model which specifically explains the emergence of commuting stress 

and its consequences on the experience and the behaviour of commuters. Also this model 

builds on the understanding of stress according to Lazarus. However, it focuses on the 

empirically measurable requirements that are directly related to commuting, such as 

commuting time, condition of the means of transportation, or condition of traffic. The 

transaction perspective and the interrelation of subjective evaluation are underemphasised. 

Just like Becker’s systemic demands-resources model, Koslowsky, Kluger, and Reich design 

an individual centred psychological model without elaborating the role of interaction. 

In the context of sociology of the family, concepts on stress have been formulated that 

deal with the emergence of stress and with its compensation in social groups, like the family 

(Burr et al., 1994; H. McCubbin & Patterson, 1983; M. McCubbin & McCubbin, 1989; 

Schneewind, 1999). A core problem of most of these theories is that they take families as 

units without explaining how the experience and compensation of stress by families emerges 

from the individual perspectives of the family members. Newer models overcome this 

weakness, for example the systemic transactional stress-coping model by Bodenmann (2000). 

Bodenmann also describes the relationship between individual coping strategies and coping 

strategies that involve partners and the further social environment, based on the cascade 

model. He assumes that under stress, in a first stage, only individual coping strategies are 

used, even if the partner is available. If the stress continues the individual strategies are 

supported by strategies involving the partner (“dyadic coping”). If they still continue further 

support is mobilised involving further significant others. This succession is confirmed well by 

empirical studies, also for job mobiles (Schneider, Limmer & Ruckdeschel 2002a, 2002b). 

For the strengthening of competences of coping, this means that, in a first step, individual 

competences should be addressed, and in a second step those of the partnership (Bodenmann, 

2000). 

Across theoretical models, it is known that the experience of stress varies, depending 

on the objective situation, the subjective evaluation, and the individual ability of coping. In 

the following, factors shall be presented whose influence on the experience of stress and the 

health condition is empirically well confirmed. 

Regarding the objective situation, it has been shown that factors that are foreseeable 

and influenceable cause less stress. Also the degree and the continuity of challenges play an 
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important role. It is considered certain that even major singular “life events,” in the long run, 

have much less impact than continuing burdens or “daily hassles.” For example, a car crash 

on the way to work should cause much less stress than frequently recurring obstructions of 

traffic or car repairs. 

Regarding the subjective evaluation and the individual ability of coping, it has been 

shown that the individual character has an important influence. Neuroticism and the 

subjective conviction of control are considered especially important characteristics. A strong 

sense of control and a minor tendency to being neurotic help to actively focus on coping with 

challenges. An active problem oriented coping style is considered favourable: First, it 

increases the chance that burdens can be diminished. Second, an individual will be enabled to 

continuously develop further coping strategies. 

There has been a large international comparative study regarding the conviction of 

control among managers (Spector, Cooper, & Sanchez, 2001). It has shown strong cross-

national differences. Managers in the United States and in Germany, for example, were 

clearly more confident regarding their abilities to organise their job situation than their 

Spanish or Polish colleagues. However, the study was not able to clarify whether these 

differences were due to cultural stereotypes or rather of different structural conditions within 

the companies in the various countries. 

Regarding challenges related to mobility, there is evidence from studies by Schneider, 

Limmer, & Ruckdeschel (2002a, 2002b) and Konopaske, Robie, & Ivancevich (2005) that the 

individual characteristic “being open for new experiences” or “adventurousness” have 

influences on evaluation and coping. People who are open for change have an easier time 

deciding to relocate, and they experience this decision as less stressful than people who try to 

avoid change. There is consensus in psychological research that people with a large set of 

coping strategies, especially of active, problem-focused strategies, are able to cope with 

challenges very efficiently. Studies about the behaviour of long-distance commuters on their 

way to work emphasize the importance of coping strategies. For example, those long-distance 

commuters who were consciously trying to make use of their commuting time, for reading, 

listening to music, or for relaxation, felt healthier than those who were unable to make use of 

the commuting time. 

Studies about major burdens, such as a critical illness, comparing objective 

circumstances and subjective evaluations, have shown that the two can deviate strongly. The 
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differences can be interpreted as an effect of coping or adjustment strategies (Herschbach, 

2002). Among these strategies is the ability to make use even from negative experiences. 

Furthermore, comparisons to former biographical events and to situations of other people play 

an important role. Following this evidence, mobility should be experienced as especially 

stressful if it is associated with an aggravation of the overall situation over the life course, or 

if people are making upward comparisons, for example with people who are able to work in 

their home town. If the mobility is, instead, interpreted as a chance for improvement over the 

life course, or if it appears to be a problem that affects others as well the burdens of job 

mobility should be experienced as less stressful. 

3. Socio-demographic and socio-economic perspectives 

Empirical research does not always go back to theories in order to develop hypotheses 

or interpret findings. There are a number of theoretical concepts that stands in between and 

can serve as a substitute. Theoretical concepts, in that sense, are either single explaining, 

dependent, or interacting variables, or they are sets of interrelated explaining, dependent, or 

interacting variables. One could also refer to them as established (sets of) hypotheses. They 

may be based on one or more theories. But they describe rather specific causal interrelations 

than general mechanisms. Here, a number of theoretical concepts are presented that are often 

used as approaches to mobility research. These are: gender, generation and life course, family 

background, social networks, and socio-economic status. 

3.1. Gender approach 

Social sciences have shown that most differences between women and men are not 

determined by their biology. Especially when it comes to social behaviour and social 

positions, we are mainly facing differences that are due to gender specific socialisation. In a 

process of “doing gender,” women and men, often unconsciously, copy the existing models 

they perceive in the society they grow up in, and thus provide an additional example for other 

women and men (West, & Zimmerman, 1987; West & Fenstermaker, 1995). Gender also 

works as a gender role, implying that gender appropriate behaviour is rewarded and deviant 

behaviour sanctioned, mainly by integration into and exclusion from social groups. 

In industrialised societies, the social construction of gender has been associated with 

paid work in the labour market and unpaid work in the private house, as maintenance or care-

giving work. The two spheres, often referred to as production and reproduction work, were 

only separated through the rise of industrial work. Production work became men’s 



D. Lück, R. Limmer, W. Bonß Chapter 2 Theoretical Approaches to Job Mobility  

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 34 

responsibility, reproduction work women’s responsibility. Other gender attributes, such as 

manly strength and rationality or female kindness and emotion, were associated. The contrast 

became so accentuated that even sociological theory took the different characters and 

destinies of women and men for granted (Durkheim, 1999; Parsons, 1949). 

In the late 20th century, the change towards post-industrial society has weakened the 

contrast. The 20th century is a history of women’s movements, achieving, at least formally, 

equal rights, entering universities, entering the labour market, becoming economically 

independent and socially respected. However, in the social behaviour the contrast has not 

disappeared. It has only become more subtle, with women studying typically “female” 

subjects, working in “female” professions, and leaving the prestigious and powerful positions 

for their male colleagues. Also the male gender role has, so far, hardly changed since men 

have taken on care-giving and housework responsibilities very slowly. 

So far, gender is still likely to affect all spheres of women’s and men’s lives. Social 

behaviour may not be determined anymore by gender, but the tendency, as research shows, is 

still strong. This implies that men are likely to invest more into their job careers and to 

sacrifice private life, whereas women are likely to take on care-giving responsibilities and 

follow job demands only inasmuch as these private responsibilities allow them to. This should 

also be visible in job-related mobility behaviour. In return, also mobility is likely to affect a 

couple’s specific distribution of work and of power, re-structuring gender roles on the micro 

level. 

In fact, striking gender differences are noted in the literature, especially in the context 

of family functioning, family structure, and family development. Women and men have 

different strategies to integrate job mobility into their life courses. They have different ways 

of making mobility-related decisions. They become mobile in different ways. And also, 

mobility has different consequences for women and men. 

Empirical studies have put a special focus on the division of labour in couples. For all 

countries included in the literature analysis, there are findings that men’s job mobility leads to 

a traditionalisation of the division of labour. Women take on more unpaid care-giving and 

housework, after their spouses become mobile, even beyond what the couple had planned 

(Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a). If, instead, women become mobile and the 

partner works in the same town or region, he takes on more unpaid work, so the distribution 

becomes more equal. However, the effects are not symmetric. Men become mobile more 
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often than women do, so women step back from their careers more often than men. Also, 

mobile women are generally much more involved in housework and care-giving than mobile 

men. Striking examples are Polish women, working in Western Europe, who even try to 

organize their household and their families’ daily schedules from the distance via phone. 

The theoretical framing of these findings exists in outlines. Beck-Gernsheim (1995) 

focuses on the phenomenon of the traditionalisation of gender roles. She sees a major reason 

in globalisation and the tendency that labour markets today are expecting perfectly flexible 

and mobile employees. Individuals, following these expectations, seek to adjust their private 

life to the mobility demands. In this process women turn into unpaid service crafts, organising 

the private life of the couple, and releasing their partners from any responsibilities aside from 

their employment. This way, men and women follow the patterns of gendered life courses of 

their grandparents that had been thought of as history already decades ago. 

But what explains the gender difference? Why are women more likely to step back 

from their job careers and support their partner’s career? Why do women feel more 

responsible for managing family life when they become mobile than men do? Bonnet, Collet 

and Maurine (2006a, see also chapter 4) point out that mobility may intensify conflicts within 

the couple about the distribution of work. Their answer to the question of gender difference is 

that the relation of power within the couple will decide upon the partner’s life courses. The 

persisting tendency that men hold the stronger position for negotiations within the couple 

leads to a traditionalisation. Mobility intensifies an inequality that has never fully disappeared 

and makes it visible again. Bonnet, Collet and Maurine also point out that the negotiation 

about the couple’s priorities is likely to cause conflicts and to stress the partnership. 

Challiol (1998, 2002) assumes that, during the negotiation process in the context of 

mobility, there are rules of reciprocity deciding upon the outcome. Also from a rational choice 

perspective, there are interpretations offered. These assume that not the individual interest, 

but rather the maximisation of the couple’s utility is guiding the decision process. This 

interpretation is supported by Badoe (2002). However, these studies do not define which costs 

and benefits are actually compared. A study of Pochic (2004) makes it likely that economic 

long-term interests are not crucial for the couple’s decision, at least not long-term interests 

alone. In this study the mobility decisions of managers were studied. The result was that 

couples did follow the mobility demands towards the man’s employment, but they did not 

follow mobility demands towards the woman’s employment, even if he was unemployed. 
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3.2. Generation, life course perspective and biography 

A second variable that tends to explain variance in almost any field of social research 

is age. However, behind this variable, there are three related concepts: generation, life course 

and biography. 

The concept of generation reflects birth cohorts: the combination of a specific age at a 

specific historical time. The concept is based on the insight that there is a specific phase in the 

life course with major importance for the development of an own identity, with own world 

views, habits, and life styles. This phase is referred to as the phase of socialisation or the 

formative phase, and it is located somewhere between 10 and 20, in late childhood and youth. 

Not necessarily the year of birth, but rather the historic time that shapes this formative phase 

shapes a structure of generations (Mannheim, 1978). People growing up during world war II 

tend to be concerned about pure economic survival issues and are referred to as the war 

generation. The “baby boomers” grew up in peace and economic prosperity. It is them to 

develop new life styles, seek self-fulfilment, found green parties, and celebrate Christopher 

Street Day (Inglehart, 1977, 1989; Strauss & Howe, 1991). 

How can the generation affect mobility decisions? It is, for example, imaginable that 

later born cohorts have weaker ties to their places of origin than earlier born cohorts. It is 

possible that later born cohorts have healthier and wealthier parents who do not expect the 

same intensity of support in old age. Also an impact in the reverse direction is likely. If a birth 

cohort entering the labour market is exposed to significantly more mobility demands than the 

birth cohorts before, something like a “mobile generation” could emerge: a generation that is 

characterised by the experience of mobility demands and that reacts to it, for example with 

weaker ties than generations before. However, these are interrelations that are not yet 

empirically tested. 

The life course is defined by age alone, independently from historic time. Based on the 

number of years since their birth, people face different expectations, deal with different 

responsibilities, and probably develop different attitudes and life styles. But it is not just a 

biological process of maturing and aging that determines the life course. Life courses are 

socially constructed by social institutions (Kohli, 1985; Mayer & Müller, 1989). In western 

societies, children have caretakers, providing a home, food, all physical and many other 

needs. Their only major responsibility is attending school. The legal ages of adulthood, be it 

16, 18, or 21, and the graduation in school or university marks a new phase. People now are 
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self-responsible for providing the economic means to make a living, to organise their own 

daily life in a home of their own, and eventually to care for own children. And then, again, 

laws and the pension system mark a border to retirement. It is the fact that institutions and 

laws define age specific rights and duties that creates various stages in the life course. This 

construction of the life course has become more standardised and institutionalised during the 

industrialisation (Kohli, 1985; Mayer & Müller, 1989; Leisering, 2003; Mayer, 2004). In the 

late 20th century, a counter development became visible with tendencies towards de-

institutionalisation (Tyrell, 1988; Kohli, 1988). 

How can the life course affect mobility decisions? It is likely that young adults, at the 

beginning of their job career, are more mobile than elder adults. Young adults are more likely 

to be single, not to have a family, not to have invested into homeownership. In short: They 

tend to have viewer ties. Therefore they are more likely to follow occupational mobility 

demands. Also a reverse influence is imaginable: If job mobility, for example, keeps young 

adults from having a family until a higher age, this would mean postponing the classical phase 

of adulthood to a higher age and expanding the phase of “post-adolescence.” 

The biography is limited but not defined by age. It is the individually experienced and 

subjectively perceived own life course. In the strict sense, the biography is a subjective 

construction of the own past, based on social expectations to be goal-oriented, planned, 

steady, successful etc. The biography is part of the identity. And especially the objective 

experiences shape the character and later behaviour (Kohli, 1978). 

How can the biography affect mobility decisions? It is shown in research in Germany 

that prior mobility experiences increase the likelihood to become mobile again. The 

experience may reduce fears and teach skills how to compensate for the difficulties that are 

involved with becoming mobile. 

3.3. Family background, social networks, and socio-economic position 

Other concepts are less elaborate in their theoretical foundation. Therefore they shall 

only be sketched in their main outlines. 
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Family background 

A first aspect of the family background, certainly, is the family form. Having a partner 

makes mobility more problematic than being single, because a second individual, with own 

career plans and social networks, is affected and the partnership may suffer from separation. 

Having children makes mobility even more problematic. Also they are integrated in 

friendship networks and a school class. And for them, it may even be harder to cope with 

relocation or with losing time with a parent. In return, mobility may, for the exact same 

reasons, hinder mobile people from investing into a partnership or from planning a family. In 

the literature, also the thesis can be found that mobility promotes a job career, and by doing 

so, makes family foundation more likely. However, empirical studies rather support the 

assumption that mobility introduces additional burdens that hinder family foundation. 

Important are furthermore family structures. In a male breadwinner relationship with a 

male fulltime employee and a housewife, job mobility can be integrated easier into the living 

arrangement than in a dual earner couple. These interrelations are already described in the 

section on gender. 

Finally, family relations and family ideologies play an important role. Close relations 

and an ideology that promotes the importance of time spent together, certainly hinders 

mobility. In Spain, the Mediterranean family system also includes close ties to relatives 

outside the household who are met and visited on weekends. Here, the family ideology 

prevents relocation and fosters commuting, instead. On the other hand, weak ties can be 

translated into little time spend together and into spreading out geographically. Also the 

reverse effect, with mobility reducing the intensity of family relations, is imaginable. 

Social networks 

What is true for family ties is basically the same for all social networks. Strong ties 

hinder mobility. Mobility may weaken ties. Grosetti (2006) confirms such a relation for 

France. Not necessarily a biography with few moves, but a long time spent in the current 

place of residence makes it likely that people are well integrated and have a big social 

network. It also is shown that only strong ties tend to endure spatial distance, whereas weak 

ties tend to break. 

On the other hand, there is the hypothesis that through occupational spatial mobility 
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the social networks of mobile persons increase. This relationship could be explained by an 

increased number of contacts with unknown persons. However, this effect is not empirically 

confirmed. 

Empirical research indicates that the causal relationships are more complex. Probably 

there is a set of various factors, interacting with each other: the form of mobility, the job 

itself, the extent of perceived external control and/or autonomy and the personal ability to 

maintain the network. 

Socio-economic position 

For a long time, it has been assumed that occupational mobility would lead to social 

upward mobility. This may have been true in the middle of the 20th century. However, current 

research tends to disprove it. Occupational mobility is mainly rather a means to prevent 

downward mobility. 

This is found, for example, in Poland. Most households, with a household member 

becoming mobile, can only secure a low social position. As an exception, only well educated 

emigrants achieve an improvement of socio-economic status. In cross-national comparison, 

Spain is an exception. Here a correlation of spatial mobility and social upward mobility is 

found. Two reasons are offered: Emigrating means breaking with a series of traditional social 

commitments, giving the emigrant greater freedom of time and resources. In addition, 

emigration involves a significant psychological cost, which implies the selection of the most 

capable (De Miguel, 1965). 

An effect in reverse direction is rather related to education than to income. Highly 

educated people are more likely to be in professions with mobility demands. Therefore they 

are more strongly affected by job mobility. In Spain, the educational level stands out as an 

explaining variable, fostering daily commuting (De Miguel & De Miguel, 2002; Bancaja 

Report, 2005). However, in terms of relocation, in Spain, the effect is u-shaped: academics 

and those with less than Compulsory Secondary Education are more mobile than the “medium 

level” educated (Occupational Labour Observatory, 2005). 

4. Conclusions 

There is a wide range of theoretical approaches that can be used to study job mobility. 

As for any research topic, there is no “true” approach, and not necessarily one best approach. 
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Different research interests may call for different theories. And also within the study of 

mobility, single questions may need to be framed in a different theoretical way. 

However, the project “Job Mobilities and Family Lives in Europe” needs a specific 

theoretical background that allows to develop hypotheses and to guide the design of research 

instruments and the interpretation of findings. And with its defined set of research questions, 

it is possible to choose such a specific theoretical approach. 

Given that the project chooses to study job mobility in a very broad way, to capture 

preferably all forms of job mobility in several countries and to provide an overview over the 

main reciprocal interdependencies that link mobility decisions with the family situation and 

other social aspects, it is clear that also the theoretical perspective needs to be broad. Since 

very different sorts of mechanisms are to be detected, the theoretical background needs to 

consider a wide range of different mechanisms. Therefore the research interests of “Job 

Mobilities and Family Lives in Europe” call for a broad theoretical background, integrating 

several single approaches. 

The project also chooses to collect individual data, comparing differences on macro 

level (cross-country comparison) as well as on the micro level. This calls for a theory of 

action. As a relatively broad approach for explaining individual behaviour, the concept of 

subjectively expected utility (SEU) is very useful. It assums that the individual advantage 

people are seeking are not objectively given; instead, they reflect the subjective preferences 

regarding the highest benefit as well as the subjective perceptions regarding the expectable 

outcomes of available options. By doing so, the SEU approach integrates structural and 

cultural components. 

As an even broader perspective, also the concept of motility, is of major interest. It is 

less specific in describing the mechanisms that lead to an individual action. But it is more 

elaborated in identifying the range of influences on individual behaviour. Therefore it is a 

good supplement to the SEU approach: Whereas SEU describes the mechanisms of individual 

decision-making, motility provides a basic list of the conditions that individuals consider 

while making decisions. Also the motility concept is able to integrate the perspectives of 

rational choice models and of cultural approaches by considering structural influences (as 

access or skills) as well as cultural ones (as appropriation). Additionally, influences of 

(expected) stress or of (expected loss of) quality of life on mobility can be included. The 

concept of motility also integrates macro and micro level influences, which is crucial in a 
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project that claims to study individual behaviour (micro level) and, at the same time, to 

compare countries (macro level). 

Although, as Kaufmann (2002) argues, motility might be a sociologically more 

relevant category than mobility, it is not the interest of the project to study only motility as the 

final dependent variable. This would also seem strategically unwise with motility being 

almost impossible to fully empirically capture. But motility certainly can serve as an 

intermediate variable; and its conceptualisation can help to identify potential influences on 

mobility. These influences can be part of the human capital (skills), structural barriers and 

incentives (access), the individual attitudes and perceptions (appropriation), as well as sub-

cultures and cultures (macro influences on the formation of appropriation). In this way, 

motility will be the core of the theoretical model used in “Job Mobilities and Family Lives in 

Europe.” 

The theoretical concepts of gender, life course, generation, biography, family 

background, social networks, and socio-economic status can help to further supplement, to 

limit and to structure the identification of potential influences on mobility. On principle, one 

has to assume that the universe of influences on mobility decisions is infinite or, at least, 

unmanageably huge. The concept of motility reduces this complexity by drawing attention to 

specific aspects, such as the available means of transportation and the conditions to which 

they are available. Concepts like gender or generation do the same. They point out specific 

influences that have proven to be relevant in other contexts and that are likely to be relevant 

also for job mobility. These aspects can and should be used, in addition to the motility 

concept, to identify potential influences on mobility decisions. At the same time, they serve as 

theoretical framework for detecting consequences of mobility decisions, since they mainly 

describe reciprocal interdependencies. The same is true for theories of stress and of quality of 

life. 

Macro theories, like reflexive modernisation, individualisation, flexibilisation, 

globalisation, post-industrialisation or the shift towards a knowledge-based society, may also 

be integrated into the theoretical framework, supplementing the macro influences on 

individual SEU-based behaviour. These approaches describe changes and characteristics of 

societies in the 21st century that are of major relevance for understanding the social interaction 

of the people within them. Mostly macro theories describe structural characteristics, such as 

transportation technology, economies and labour markets. In the terminology of the motility 
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concept, these can be implemented into the theoretical model as part of the “access.” Partly 

macro theories also describe cultural changes and characteristics, such as the (rising) 

importance of individualisation and self-fulfilment (individualisation, reflexive 

modernisation, postmodernisation). Similarly to “mobility culture,” these can be implemented 

as macro influences on the formation of “appropriation.” Macro theories may, just like the 

concepts of gender, life course, etc., supplement the influences formulated in the motility 

concept by drawing attention to further structural and cultural conditions that are of major 

relevance for our societies. 
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Bertrand Montulet 

III. Literature on Job Mobility in Belgium 

1. Preamble 

Belgium has no tradition in the study of mobility1, as evidenced by the fact that it has 

carried out only one national survey on «mobility of households», in 1999, while 

neighbouring countries have recurrently developed studies of this kind since the sixties. What 

little information there is of national scope concerning the mobility of households is taken 

from ten-yearly censuses and does not cover country-wide commuting home/work travel. 

Such data are generally used in a « transport» perspective (behavioural medium) rather than 

from the viewpoint of «mobility» (behaviour). Consequently, most Belgian studies apparently 

to do with mobility are actually about transport, dealing essentially with structural availability 

and modelling aimed at developing traffic control or pollution monitoring tools associated 

with travel. 

This being so, the question linking employment, mobility and family life has so far 

never been openly explored in Belgian scientific research even though a number of research 

elements do implicitly provide some information about it. 

2. Job mobility and motility 

From a quantitative standpoint, the Mobel survey (Hubert and Toint, 2002) is the only 

one to date to cover the mobility of households throughout the whole of Belgium. At present, 

together with ten-yearly census data2, it is the sole ‘objectivizing’ national reference when it 

comes to mobility. The data collected in the course of this work have served to identify 

various underlying schools of thought relating specifically to the mobility of Belgians. They 

form the basis of numerous studies and debates of the “Research Group on Transport (RGT)” 

of the University Faculties of Notre Dame de la Paix in Namur. 

Aside from outlining aspects of mobility in Belgium, this survey does include 

elements of interest for the purposes of our present study. In Belgium, day-to-day mobility 

can be said to decrease with age, although less so among persons of a «higher» level of 

                                                 
 
1 For this state-of-the-art analysis, aside from looking to bibliographical sources, we contacted some 200 
researchers throughout Belgian universities and administrative research centres. 
2 The census data relate only to “home/work.” The latest information currently available is still that from 1991. 
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education than the rest of the population. Moreover, women travel locally more than men. 

The latter travel less and generally farther (essentially for work purposes) than their partners. 

This having been said, household mobility surveys relate little or nothing as to what 

underlies how families function and travel or spatial mobility for professional reasons having 

nothing to do with travel on a day-to-day basis. Apart from daily commuting, their synchronic 

approach is of little use for our present investigations. 

From a more qualitative standpoint, some works do address issues of mobility, notably 

those conducted at the Facultés Universitaires Saint-Louis by B. Montulet and his colleagues. 

In his theoretical work, «Mobility: space-time in society and the world today” (Montulet, 

1998, 2005a), B. Montulet sets out to identify various forms of mobility. His approach goes 

beyond the conception of mobility as a monologist variable changing only in terms of 

intensity (very mobile and not-so-mobile people). If one views mobility as how action is 

perceived in space and time, i.e. spatial and temporal forms, this approach serves to avoid 

adopting a technical point of view of the phenomena of mobility that would confine travel to a 

space and time perceived as “objective.” More fundamentally, the author seeks to look at the 

social construction of forms that lead one to perceive what is termed time and space and, from 

there, to identify the forms of mobility valued in contemporary society and their influences on 

global social dynamics. This theoretical approach sets out clear elements to help ascertain the 

cultural context in which enhanced mobility and the emergence of this issue socially have 

come about. 

B. Montulet develops a space-time theory which defines two extremes of spatial-

temporal tension. On the one hand, there is «form-limit», where ‘de-limited’ space invokes a 

concept of permanent time. On the other hand, we have «organizing-form», where time is 

conceived as change expressed only as ephemeral, thus preventing any institutionalization of 

spatial boundaries. In this case, space becomes “extent.” 

On the basis of this spatial-temporal tension, the author defines four types of mobility 

linking time and space, that is to say, ephemerality and eternity (permanence) on the one 

hand, and delimited space and extent on the other hand: 

1. “Sedentary mobility” combines delimited space and permanence. In other words, 

for any one person, it is the delimitation of (their) space that is the more meaningful. It is from 

within this space that he/she engages in activities characterised by their recurrence. 
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2. “Reconstituted mobility” (Montulet 2005b) combines delimited space and 

ephemeralness (time perceived as change). Reconstituted mobility is thus that of those who 

are still strongly attached to delimited spaces, but have along their life path been confronted 

with forms of uprooting. 

3. “Kinetic mobility” combines extent and ephemeralness. Ready to respond to each 

and every new opportunity arising in time, the kinetically-mobile covers the space between 

one point and another, without any boundary or delimination being meaningful for the action. 

Here, it is indeed the relationship to time conceived as change that appears to prevail in the 

spatially static. The notion is still ephemeral. 

4 “Incursive mobility,” finally, combines extent and permanence. Incursive mobility is 

akin to the kinetic functioning within an extent, but looking to time within in. The 

incursively-mobile “takes the time.” What is important here is discovering spaces while 

retaining total freedom as to the volatility of rootedness. Incursions are made into it. Hence 

the incursive is enthusiastic about technology which can speedily convey one to new spaces 

perceived as an integral part of the opportunity, not as a medium for activity. 

These space-time rationales identified by types of mobility can be applied to various 

metric theories of space and time according to the researcher’s analytical choices. They 

similarly apply to all concepts where «space» is used metaphorically. The author thus reveals 

the homology between types of mobility identified in physical space and of a typology 

specific to the sociology of professional mobility3. «Types of mobility can also serve as a 

basis for professional mobility studies. With this is mind, Driver4 establishes a typology of 

career choices whose homology with our formal construction of mobility types is striking.» 

(Montulet, 1998, 172). 

                                                 
 
3 This type of homology can also easily be made with the couple types of J. Kellerhals. 
4 “This typology, which is the most validated among those relating to careers according to Mercure, also pro-
poses four types of pathway. The first, «the transitional», which we associate with ‘kinetic mobility’, designates 
a path where a job or occupational field is never chosen permanently. A ‘transitional’ simply goes from job to 
job with no particular aim in mind. The second, «the homeostatic», which we associate with ‘sedentary 
mobility’, “applies to anyone choosing a job and sticking to it forever.” The third, «the linear», refers to a 
situation or occupational field that is chosen very early on in life, but where an upward mobility plan within the 
field is developed and implemented.” This type could correspond to ‘reconstituted mobility’ in that attachment to 
an occupational field is the first consideration, even though value is attached to change within the activity. 
Finally, the fourth, «the spiral», refers to medium-term integration in a given chosen occupational field, in a 
fairly cyclical fashion, through career re-orientation in another field of activity. » We logically associate it with 
‘incursive mobility’. Extracts commented by Mercure (Mercure, D. (1995) Les temporalités sociales. Paris: 
L’Harmattan, pp.111-112.” In: Montulet, B., (1998). Les enjeux. Paris: L’Harmattan, p172. 
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“More pragmatically, the study of forms of mobility in space ‘qualified as material’ 

can, for example, help us to understand the norms of the more or less high value placed on 

technologies of displacement and communication in various social contexts. It can also shed 

light on the ‘social mobility’ of the actors. Grafmeyer thus observes the use of various forms 

of ‘material’ mobility by actors not having the same resources in order to ensure their 

professional upward mobility5 (Grafmeyer, 1992). Concretely, some actors will prefer to opt 

for «sedentary mobility» rather than «kinetic mobility» to ensure the stability of their social 

status or upward mobility». (Montulet, 1998, 172) 

The space-time perspective also provides insight into the particularities of a society. It 

thus leads one to perceive how, from a society where spatial delimitation and permanence 

were predominant in collective organisation, contemporary western European society has 

come to value a space-time relationship favouring the perception of time as ephemeral and the 

perception of space as extent. 

Here «kinetic mobility» is enhanced. Adopting such behaviour thus constitutes an 

added plus for the individual actor in terms of potential for acceding to better social standing 

(Montulet, Kaufmann, 2004). It enhances the individualisation of behaviours through the need 

to reduce rootedness (be it in terms of «property» in physical space, or of the couple and 

family in emotional space). In return, collectively, the development of this form of space-time 

relationship favours the setting up of a sociality no longer based on the definition of durable 

social spaces as valued by the Nation-State in its structures, but on the construction of social 

networks favouring access to exclusivities for those knowing how to connect to them while 

excluding those not having the resources to do so. The corollary of this is that forms of 

mobility open up perspectives for studying norms of mobility according to social contexts. In 

this sense, forms of mobility can be viewed as resources for the actors in their various social 

games, whether it be in the «professional space», «emotional space» or «physical space». 

Actors in whose interest it is to enhance kinetic space-time can be recognised by their 

ability to take advantage of opportunities, that is to say, by their aptitude to speculate on 

contingent changes and to take risks in relation to their present situation. This is mainly to do 

with their aptitude for mobility or for mobilizing resources. However, although this rests on 

risk-taking, it presupposes taking part in a game where the outcome may be negative. For the 

                                                 
 
5 See also the examples of spatial logic among banking executives, with or without titles, developed by 
Grafmeyer (Grafmeyer, 1992) 
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prudent player, this therefore means having a stable enough guarantee so as not to be part of 

the ante (what is actually at stake). Herein lies the paradox: where the not-so-foolhardy opt for 

the kinetic, they do so only through the assurance of stable guarantees elsewhere. These 

“reserves,” or mobilizable resources are, by definition, set in a duration and thus appear to be 

spatialised. 

So it is that in a society where flow is organised, the balance of equity tips in favour of 

‘resourceful’ actors because they have the potential to develop new connections at a lesser 

risk. Yet, given that the environment is ever-changing, the greater the number of connections, 

the lesser the risk of being excluded from the dynamics, even though all of these connections 

are not equally determinant. Space and time are indissociable, hence it is for the sociologist to 

uncover where the one is situated when the other is in the forefront. 

“With talk everywhere of liberalisation and the opening up of the markets for goods 

and communications, it is interesting to note, a contrario, what is happening in immigration 

control. While mobility is being promoted, «de-localisation» outside the reference framework 

of the labour market or family is discouraged. Looking into the spatial-temporal workings 

would certainly shed light on the lines of reasoning underlying the construction/decon-

struction of the European political space/area” (Montulet, 1998, 190-191). 

On the basis of this theory, Camille Thiry (Thiry, 2004) examines the relationship 

between the «physical» mobility of the young (what is termed ‘actual mobility’), their 

«virtual» mobility via the Internet, and their projective identity (oneiric or ‘dreamlike’ space). 

She demonstrates first of all just how restricting a norm of «mobility» can be in the 

process of building one’s identity. «We at times noted the same tension between actual and 

virtual mobility of the identity on the one hand, and projective mobility on the other hand. 

Some form-limit youngsters perceive leaving school as a break-up, a time when they must 

start «to live up to what is expected of them». They consequently believe they have to leave 

their parents, to «get moving», to open up to ‘otherness’, and to explore the outside world. 

This tension seems to depend on the degree of integration of the societal norm enhancing the 

organizing-form morphology. These young people have in fact deeply integrated the 

injunction (as conveyed by the media, peers, and the education system) that they «have to get 

a move on», but this deeply impacts their very nature. They find themselves torn between the 

dominant referent and their current lifestyle, and are thus filled with apprehension about their 

future which appears vague and abstract». (Thiry, 2004, 133) 
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She further shows that there is no determinism between virtual mobility and spatial 

mobility. The relationship between these two forms of mobility therefore continues being 

“hyped-up” by the system of perception, of representation, and by the life plan of each 

individual. There is consequently no determination of any virtual technology usage on spatial 

practices. 

In the study entitled «Temporalités urbaines et organisation des transports», B. 

Montulet, M. Hubert and Ph. Huynen, delve deeper into the relationships between the 

organisation of time and mobility. For their research purposes, they conducted interviews in 

Brussels of the parents of children under the age of 12, empirically identifying five types of 

«temporal attitudes» (Montulet, 2005c): 

- The «regular-as-clockwork», for whom the relationship to time is passive, where 

activities just happen with no planning required. The activities merely occur at given and 

regular times and never overrun the time frames allocated to them. “Run-of-the-mill” kind of 

people are usually either inactive or hold subordinate jobs. 

- The «strict planner» wants to control time and therefore strictly organises and plans 

forthcoming activities. This is often associated with poor if any adaptability to change and 

unforeseen events. There is some degree of improvisation, but within previously defined time 

frames. 

- The «flexible planner» seeks to control time. Regularity is appreciated, but all the 

while defying routine. Although activity planning continues to provide structure, novelty and 

change still remain a possibility. 

- The «reactive improviser» constantly responds to a changing environment that 

presents new opportunities for activities. Mastering time means constantly having the capacity 

to meet all demands. Planning is therefore not something restricting/limiting/overly-

structuring, but a possible scenario of dealing with constraints in time. 

- The «impulsive improviser» rejects all time constraints that would stand in the way 

of what one wants to do when one wants to do it. All forms of programming/scheduling are 

therefore perceived as restrictive. Controlling time thus merges into improvisation as in the 

sense of being able to choose what is happening when it happens. 

These five types of attitude towards time can be observed in both professional 
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situations and in family life. Any one individual’s attitude here is frequently influenced by 

his/her activities. For example, planning (flexible or strict) is often associated with family life 

management, while reactive improvisation is frequently referred to, by those in professional 

executive positions, as an appropriate response to time in the realm of working life. Inversely, 

a person’s generic temporal attitude may have them preferring or avoiding such or such an 

activity. The authors moreover show that, although a good many of those interviewed have a 

homogeneous temporal attitude (which may or not be due to the quest for coherence in the 

interviewing process), some do adopt a variety of attitudes to time depending on the sphere of 

life (work, family, leisure) being referred to. 

For instance, one of the cases examined is that of a divorcee having custody of the 

children every other week. She explains that during the week that the children are with her, 

everything is programmed (strict planning) so that everybody’s needs can be met; during the 

other week, she does not have to keep an eye on the time and is better able to address 

constraints at work, i.e. working late or going off to attend a meeting abroad (reactive 

improviser). Childcare planning thus becomes a structuring factor for professional mobility 

outside the space of the day-to-day. 

Another case is that of a multi-national executive who gives up endless travelling 

throughout Europe to spend more time with the family. In order not to lose too much in the 

way of salary or socio-professional status, this person currently combines long hours of 

commuting with days of tele- (or remote-) working. 

This research also reveals that all of the parents of children aged under twelve speak of 

how the child’s arrival restricted their mobility, either because of the need to have to adjust to 

its pace of life or the difficulty of transporting all the ‘paraphernalia’ needed for its wellbeing. 

The study similarly shows how combining work and childcare responsibilities calls for 

time (temporal) strategies. This may involve opting for part-time working, or the job itself can 

become the “adjustment variable” for family needs in the case of a worker free to organise 

his/her own working time. Tele- or distance-working is a way for some to continue doing a 

full-time job while not always being “at/in the office.” As this particular study demonstrates, 

it is perfectly possible for a father to be at home during the day while engaging in a self-

employed activity where some business can be conducted during evening hours. 

This need for time strategies is often linked to «quality of life» so that there is more 
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time for family and less time spent/lost on day-to-day travel. This is in keeping with the 

wishes of men wanting to be “more active on the home front, especially as parents” (Fusulier 

and al., 2005, 224). 

This line of enquiry moreover also highlights “time gender/ing.” A recurrent theme in 

almost all of the interviews with parents of children under 12 years of age is that the female is 

“in charge of domestic time-keeping,” whether or not she also has a job outside the home. She 

therefore has to manage recurrent daily events (meals, general childcare, laundry, etc...) not 

easily reconciled with rationales of improvisation - (see also Montulet 2005d, pp.3-24), as 

well as planning collective time (get-togethers with friends and family, and so on). So, what 

we see here is that, in addition to “doing double time,” women have to adopt extremely 

diverse attitudes to time between the realm of work and home, while the man can “make up 

time” at work while resting on his partner’s time management. 

Positioning within the life cycle is clearly important in understanding attitudes to time. 

Most of the interviews concerned parents with very young children who were roughly at the 

same stage in their life cycle. The «impulsive» logic, present at the age of 20, can be 

identified among some parents who see themselves freed of professional and household 

obligations. The «impulsive» logic involving improvisation does not sit well with run-of-the-

mill activities and responsibilities of caring for young children. Yet such responsibility is just 

one of the stages of a life cycle. 

There are two further elements to be taken into consideration at this particular point 

for the purposes of our study. On the one hand, we can observe that the future spatial 

autonomisation of teenage children is anticipated when it comes to the choice of location of a 

new family home. On the other hand, for some, there is the importance of being able to have 

children when they come out of school being cared for at the parents’ place of work until they 

can travel home together. 

Finally, the links between attitudes to time and the use of means of transport were also 

tested quantitatively within the scope of this research. From an exploratory investigative 

standpoint, the authors manage to demonstrate not only significant statistical links between 

temporal attitudes and choice of means of transport, but also between temporal attitudes and 

the value and expectations placed on means of transport. 

Other more specific research works also provide interesting input for our study. Serge 
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Schmitz (Schmitz, S., 2001, 2004), for example, has looked at the last remaining rural 

municipalities in Belgium. In his research, he observes a demographical renewal stemming 

from daily mobility possibilities as well as pre-existing local relations allowing for property 

and/or land to be inherited or acquired at low cost. 

He moreover notes that «when they decided to live in the countryside beyond peri-

urban spaces, most inhabitants living in national or international life spaces invest part of their 

capital in local relations». (Schmitz, S., 2004, 65). 

He further observes that «residential mobility and change of work places are not 

directly a handicap for integrating local social networks unless they translate a precariousness 

(loss of security) that does not allow the person to integrate local social networks for 

relatively long periods of time. Nevertheless, the influence of residential mobility is marked 

via its effects on daily mobility. Choices between the local social networks of former places 

of residence and the new place of residence are made according to the strategies and 

aspirations of the inhabitants». (Schmitz, S., 2004, 66) 

Through his study of the genesis of urban transport management engineering in the 

USA in the 1920-1930s, Pierre Lannoy (Lannoy, 2004)6, demonstrates that the notion of flow 

is a social construction imposed by a corporation of engineers in their quest for legitimacy. 

His research shows how the acceptance of traffic management norms and instruments making 

it possible (traffic lights, semaphore signalling…) was difficult to achieve. By default, he thus 

shows both the importance of learning specific traffic-related skills and the authoritarian 

nature of imposing behaviours which to us today appear perfectly normal. 

Lastly, in his study concerning the city of Charleroi, Sébastien Nahon (Nahon, 2001) 

stresses the value(s) placed on mobility and flexibility by the inhabitants who do not want to 

see their personal identity associated with this city. 

«Others, inversely, refuse the past, defining themselves as opposed to their region, and 

willingly adopt a disdainful attitude to their fellow citizens, their anti-modernism, their 

passiveness. How they look to portray themselves is then telling first and foremost of the 

cultural break with the region, exaggerating their flexibility, their capacity to be mobile, to 

                                                 
 
6 Lannoy, P., (2004), La mécanique des flux: l’ingénierie du trafic routier comme politique d’intégration. In 
Montulet, B., Kaufmann, V. Mobilités, fluidités,... libertés ? Bruxelles: Publication des Facultés Saint-Louis, 
pp.99-119. 
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live and adapt positively in all cities of the world. The regions they elect to live in are 

exclusively substitutable. Under the cover of a proud perception of themselves, and indeed 

sometimes a veneer of how heroic they have been, such actors flee from a world, refusing to 

return to their origins, as if in spite of themselves they had changed their identity in an intense 

confusion». (Nahon, 2001, 71) 

3. Family functioning, family structure, family development 

As regards family-related data, Belgium has an interesting bank of information thanks 

to the «Panel Survey on Belgian Households» (Doutrelepont and al., 2004). It relates to 

eleven waves of surveys conducted between 1992 and 2002 on a sampling of 3000 

households. Although no mobility study has been compiled on the basis of this data, a number 

of research works based on the findings of this panel are of interest to us in this present study 

as regards « Job market » and «Quality of life». 

There are no studies as such linking evolutions in family life and questions of mobility 

in Belgium. Three research works do, however, address issues closely relating to our present 

theme. 

One such work, entitled «L’évolution contemporaine de la parentalité», by Marquet 

and al. Marquet and al. (2005) looks at the evolution of family structures in Belgium. What is 

original in their approach is that it is essentially from a male standpoint. Parentality (or 

parenthood) is viewed, on the one hand symbolically, in an attempt to analyze how the legal 

framework has evolved as regards the formation, functioning and break-up of the family. On 

the other hand, more practically, by seeking to elucidate the concrete means deployed by 

individuals at grips with what is at stake in the re-composed or re-constituted family realm, it 

places the emphasis on emergent forms of life (or lifestyle) and the problems encountered 

day-to-day. 

While also working in cooperation with the above, B. Fusulier (Fusulier, 2003, 2005 a, 

b) (Fusulier and al. 2005) has developed his own line of enquiry into the conjunction of 

working life and home/family life. His research seeks to identify and compare, at an 

international scale, various models of working life and home life balancing models, by 

looking at the same time at the gender factor in the equation and the national social welfare or 

work organisation structures tipping the balance one way or the other. 
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Fusulier thus identifies four theoretical models linking work and family (Fusulier, 

forthcoming): 

A. The cumulative non-gendered model: men and women engage on equal terms in 

the professional and domestic sphere; 

B. The gendered cumulative model: one or other of the genders invests massively in 

the sphere of activity traditionally reserved for the other gender, with the latter doing little in 

the second sphere (e.g. women have as much of a professional career as men, but they also 

look after the family and run the home); 

C. The alternative non-gendered model: the investment in one or other sphere is 

independent of gender (e.g. a man is just as likely to be at home as a woman); 

D. The alternative gendered-model: each gender invests in a sphere not invested in by 

the other (e.g. men at work, women at home). 

Unfortunately for our research purposes, although the author is particularly sensitive 

to the question of professional flexibility, the issue of mobility is not addressed. 

Finally, the studies of F.Degrave (Degrave and al., 2002) provide input as to the 

institutional context of family help and childcare. 

4. Job market 

Here again, although surveys concerning the job market do exist in Belgium, none of 

them actually directly link working life, family and mobility. Works have of course been 

conducted on commuting long distance mobility, but the questioning in this case concerns 

organisational aspects or economic impact. Furthermore, commuting long distance mobility 

(type 1) is generally considered as an epiphenomenon and its effects on the family are thus 

not examined. 

A workshop on professional mobility was organised as part of the «Women and 

Mobility» conference held in Liège in August 2005, but the transcripts are not yet available. 

Some elements should, however, be of interest to us (Cornet, 2005). 

A number of other works are also to be mentioned at this juncture. L. Thomsin 

(Thomsin, 2002) looks at the system of tele-working introduced by the company IBM when 
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moving to a site that is almost only accessible by car. This system applies only to a population 

of highly-qualified workers. 

This researcher reports a saving in time as regards both work and family life and, 

according to the people questioned, this makes for a better balance between the two. As for 

mobility, she does indeed note a reduced mobility of workers at “rush hours,” but a significant 

increase in travel outside normal office hours. 

Claire Gavray (Gavray, 2004a, b, 2005) (Broze and al., 2002) develops her research 

around the issue of gender as regards access to the labour market. “Our findings confirm that 

the process of job market integration is no longer either immediate or automatic among the 

younger generation. Moreover, the data show that getting started on a career path is gender-

related.” Our research similarly revealed a progressive linking of socio-cultural, family, 

professional and human capital dimensions in the construction of life paths. Gender and 

relations between the sexes in society today can also be seen to impact in terms of 

employment. Our study findings show this to be so as regards the job market from the very 

outset of working life. Getting started in a job thus continues to be difficult for women 

because of family considerations, and initial professional opportunities tend to heighten or 

alleviate this factor. On the whole and in time, the gap in terms of positioning and resources 

widens not only between men and women, but also between women and social groups owing 

mainly to the persistence of the phenomenon of social homogamy within couples. A ‘high-

flying’ career often continues to rest on one of a lower calibre. Here, the structuring and 

sharing of time reveal themselves to be major issues, both within couples and on the job 

market. While having diplomas can play a crucial role in getting a job, this is by no means as 

emancipating for women. One can observe that while a man is establishing his career, the 

woman usually barely manages to hold down a job - assuming she can - given the major 

hurdles facing women with no qualifications. 

More highly-qualified women, and especially young mothers, like less-qualified 

young men, feel the greatest frustration and suffer most from lack of recognition. In reaction 

to this, but sometimes also proactively, they deploy certain “protective” demographic 

strategies in a bid to achieve autonomy and satisfy their aspirations for freedom of action. 

Such strategies confirm women in their position of social actor and somewhat compensate for 

the problems of family and job market ‘negotiations’. Both groups are in some ways 

penalised because of the persistence of gender-related expectations and traditional balances of 
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powers between men and women on the one hand, and between the masculine and feminine 

on the other. Work and job market organisation is still largely the domain of men maintaining 

a clear separation between personal and social integration. While it is acceptable in certain 

respects for women aspiring to a career to have children, men do tend to delegate and offload 

their ” care” duties as quickly as they can. Moreover, corporate employers do not always look 

favourably upon male employees, colleagues or partners, especially those in executive 

positions, sharing the responsibilities of fatherhood, let alone enjoying or finding an identity 

in this role. This can sometimes lead to competition between the different spheres and tension 

in relations between the sexes. This impacts evolution of the concept of ‘family’ and ‘the 

couple’ and the problems they face. Promoting an alternative model of the diversification of 

male/female commitments is all the more arduous in a context that exacerbates 

competitiveness, and where dictates of mobility and flexibility at all levels are omnipresent 

and not up for discussion. This remains true even in a context where men are gaining 

awareness of the illusions of the power of gratification of a job and where young people of 

both sexes are starting off with the desire to ‘get the most’ out of life, to have time to 

themselves, and to explore the many facets of self-fulfilment.» (Gavray, 2004a, 317-319) 

Studies by D. Mortelmans (Mortelmans and al., 2006; Buyens and al., 2008; Heylen 

and al., 2006; Heylen and al., 2005; Soens and al., 2005; Kuppens and al., 2004; Mortelmans 

and al. 2006) on career development can also be of interest to us in that they help to identify 

the proportions of “job nomads” (Type 9), as well as bring to light the diversity of career 

rationales. 

Type of professional occupation noted during the PSBH (1992-2002)7 
 N % 

1. Stable occupation 778 50.36 

2. Job succession 355 22.98 

3. Form succession (combination of part-time 
and full-time) 246 15.92 

4. Combination of 2 and 3 146 9.45 

5. Others (hyper-transitional) 20 1.29 

Total 1545 100% 

                                                 
 
7 Doutrelepont R, Mortelmans D, Casman MT, (2004), Onze ans de vie en Belgium [Eleven years of life in 
Belgium], Gent: Académia Press, p. 347. 
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Furthermore, D. Mortelmans generally remains attentive to the dimension of gender in 

his analyses. One good example of these works is given in the “Panel Survey on Belgian 

Households.” Among the workers who pursued their activity during the nine years of the 

study (N=1545, namely 36.3% of the PSBH sample), D. Mortelmans and A. Kuppens 

distinguish “stable career paths” and less linear paths. Among the latter, they differentiate: 

- Succession of jobs: full-time occupations. While frequently changing jobs is 

fashionable today, this is also telling of a labour market reality. This category is characterised 

by the transition to new full-time employment. Such transitions occur mainly in full-time 

occupations and remain relatively rare among part-time workers. There exists a distinction 

between individuals who change jobs once only and “out-and-out nomads” who had several 

different ones during the nine-year period. Professional nomadism is not always a personal 

choice. In a number of cases, there is a period of unemployment preceding the start of a new 

job. There is also a pattern of “new job-unemployment,” where the period of joblessness 

occurs after the professional transition, showing that a career path of this kind is not always to 

do with a personal strategy of “forging a career.” This category also includes workers forced 

to change jobs regularly for reasons other than personal choice. In such cases, this is not 

“professional nomadism” in the strict sense of the term. Other types of status sometimes 

intertwined here are unpaid work and inactivity due to a handicap of some kind. These are 

therefore transitional trajectories with a rapid succession of different statuses. 

- Succession of work regimes: alternation of full-time and part-time working. The 

alternation of full-time and part-time employment is also a frequent pattern. This succession 

of work regimes usually occurs within the same function and leads to a succession of periods 

of full-time and part-time employment within the scope of a fixed/stable/permanent job. It is 

interesting to note the temporary nature of part-time working. A period of several years of 

part-time working succeeds a full-time occupation, after which the worker resumes a full-time 

activity. This pattern can be repeated many times throughout a career. Part-time work 

therefore represents a temporary strategy implemented along the career path and rarely 

constitutes a permanent form of work. Successions of different regimes can sometimes 

include periods of unpaid work. Often this status is combined with others. Among a number 

of the people questioned, the transition to part-time working corresponds to a handicap. The 

part-time job is then preceded or followed by a period of inactivity. This same inference can 

apply to periods of unemployment. In this case, the choice of a part-time job is not necessarily 

the result of a carefully thought out personal strategy. It can also happen that temporary part-
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time work is not a matter of personal choice, but a solution dictated by a given set of 

circumstances. 

- Combination: alternation of different occupations and part-time working. A small 

group of workers (3.4 %) combines changes of jobs and work regimes. They thus move 

simultaneously or successively from one job and work regime to another. In some cases, the 

transition to a new occupation is combined with a change of work regime. In other cases, the 

worker first changes jobs, then switches to another work regime the following year. These are 

highly transitional trajectories involving a great many transitions. 

- Hypertransitionally active. Not all professional paths can be characterised by a 

clearly identifiable pattern. Such non-coherent professional types are classed under the 

category “hypertransitional paths.” During the course of their career, some of those 

questioned come to have all kinds of professional status and undertake as many transitions as 

possible to and from the job market. Here trajectories have no clear pattern or main status. 

Inactivity can be due to a handicap, unemployment, unpaid work, full-time work, part-time 

work, the interim period between jobs: this category combines all possible kinds of status. 

Retirement is not however taken into account. Our analysis groups together these 

hypertransitional trajectories in a single category. This group is to be regarded as a 

heterogeneous one covering the scenarios not easy to categorise.” (Kuppens, Mortelmans, 

2004, 350-352). 

Other works to be mentioned are those of M. Alaluf (Alaluf, 2004) and his team on 

immigration and employment which can be of interest for our study. Similarly akin to our 

studies are those de T. Périlleux (Périlleux, 2001) on the flexibilisation of labour, and those of 

P. Vendramin (Vendramin, 2004) or I. Glorieux (Gloryeux, Vandeweyer, 2002a, b) on 

working time and time-budgets, even though they do not address mobility issues as such. 

Finally, the «grey» literature (For example: Dries, 2005, Petitjean, 2001) also refers to studies 

very close to ours. 

5. Social integration, social capital 

In the collective work «Mobilité, Fluidité... Libertés?» (Montulet, Kaufmann, 2004), 

V. Kaufmann and B. Montulet et al. investigate the links between spatial mobility and social 

fluidity. They show how mobility has come to be enhanced, among others, through the 

confusion between social mobility and spatial mobility, and how mobility has consequently 
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become fundamental in social structuring. 

«Since its origins, industrial society has enhanced social mobility, for it serves to 

found collective development dynamics on individuals’ desire to improve their personal 

socio-economic standing. People strive to be productive in the hope of improving their living 

conditions and social status based on merit. This presupposes two principles. The first asserts 

individual freedom in the definition and achievement of one’s plan for a better station in life. 

The second appeals to the equality in principle of individuals so that a prescribed original 

status can no longer hinder the desired social ascent. Paradoxically, this is an egalitarian 

discourse in the competition for what are in principle inegalitarian statuses. The paradox is 

generally lifted through the implementation of procedures aimed at ensuring an initial equality 

for the various actors. Critical sociology has often highlighted the inadequacies of such 

procedures. 

The contemporary value placed on spatial mobility is part of this. Spatial mobility 

today embodies the idea of freedom. Through it, the individual would be free to establish the 

desired contacts unhindered by spatial or temporal considerations. This discourse also 

provides for an interpretation in terms of social mobility, where it is implied that the 

individuals most likely to occupy enviable social positions are also those ready to merge into 

a rationale of unfettered mobility. So it is that the contemporary ideology of spatial mobility 

confounds spatial mobility and social fluidity; in other words, it surmises through a shift in 

meaning that mobility in space necessarily makes for the fair distribution of individuals in the 

social scale. All it would then take is to promote accessibility to promote a level playing field 

socially. Through this confusion between physical space and social space, liberal industrial 

dynamics garner a twofold advantage. 

The first is that it allows liberal economic ideology to develop by refuting all 

collective constraints seeing that, in this concept of reticulated material space, the individual 

would be free to be spatially and therefore socially mobile. Promoting physical mobility 

would thus be tantamount to enhancing individual promotion. On the one hand, this concept 

perceives mobility as a socially neutral process, which motility studies have denounced. On 

the other hand, this ideological concept refutes the social constraints and demands which de 

facto render such mobility non-egalitarian. Refusing to be spatially mobile – or being 

prevented from it – is in this concept likened to refusing to promote oneself as an individual, 

or dropping out of the social-climbing race. He who is immobile is a loser. 
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The second advantage garnered by the ideological dynamics thus has to do with the 

moral pressure that leads the actors into actually being more mobile. Individual mobility 

becomes an assertion of individuality. Mobility as a demand is consequently in itself 

continually reinforced, thereby fuelling the demands of flexibility expected by economic 

developments. The pressure of physical mobility complained about by the «highly mobile» is 

internalised through the individual claim to status-related aspirations. The tension between 

these aspirations and the ‘hassle’ of undesired mobility is particularly perceptible in the call 

for a “right to mobility.” This is often merely the expression of a desire to preserve the 

potentiality of mobility of the individual actor. In other words, it is about «keeping doors 

open» in a social context one has no control over in order to assert one’s individual freedom 

in regard to future potential, or to assert one’s freedom to access the desired mobility. This 

interpretation sheds light on the apparent paradox of people who express their suffering at 

being too mobile on the one hand, while clamouring for a “right to mobility” on the other 

hand. The ideological trap closes, however, when the call for a “right to mobility” sees itself 

interpreted not as a guarantee in the face of an uncertain future, but as a desire to be more 

mobile. Under this ideological interpretation, the right to mobility will rapidly translate as 

new demands to be more mobile. 

The contemporary development of mobility continues having responsibility for his/her 

destiny rest on the individual, all the while refuting the fact that social structures also come 

into play in mobility behaviours, that there are social constraints to mobility, and that the 

opportunities to evolve in terms of socio-economic status which the individual responds to 

through physical mobility are just as much the fulfilment of desired opportunities as choices 

by default. Mobility as the embodiment of freedom consequently loses substance. 

Far from an ideological development, contemporary mobility is just as much the result 

of ever more improbable socio-spatial mainstays that impose undesired mobility as the freeing 

of mainstays to fulfil desired individual plans. They are as much factors of inequality as of 

equality seeing as they constitute a resource that is unequally distributed socially, while 

promoting access to resources unequally distributed in space. They are part of the processes 

of social hierarchical organisation and of social reproduction phenomena». (Montulet, 

Kaufmann, 2004, 291-293) 

The most assiduous users of the potential for speed provided by technical systems are 

frequently people whose daily life is locked into multiple constraints associated with the 
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professional sphere. Their mobility is often a more or less direct response to the flexibility 

employers demand of their personnel. Their mobility seems more of a submission to the 

system than a desired way out. 

It therefore appears that high-speed mobility, often regarded in literature as an 

indicator of the growth of individual freedom in our societies, are on the contrary essential for 

social and professional integration. These forms of mobility are in fact increasingly necessary 

for linking up the various spheres of life in society. They make it possible to combine a 

maximum of activities more and more disseminated in space (taking the children to school, 

doing the shopping, keeping up with friends and family,..), while coordinating work, school 

or relational timetables». (Montulet, Kaufmann, 2004, 288) 

Technical transport and telecommunication systems, although saving time, do not free 

one from the social constraints specific to each sphere of life. They merely facilitate the 

development of «remote» relations, which are just a new form of spatial and temporal 

coordination establishing social links. 

Furthermore, the development of remote relations, since the start of modernity, has 

helped to separate the various spheres of life (work, family, leisure...) and gradually effaced 

the social controls stemming from one sphere of life over another, which for a long time was 

seen to be a source of individuation and freedom from constraints. However, this distancing 

of various spheres of life does nothing in providing insight into constraints brought to bear by 

one sphere of life over another. This poses few problems for the individual when each sphere 

of life operates in a partitioned space-time, with the range of demands and of control being 

specific to each space-time (the demands and controls of factory-working during work hours 

for example). However, when personal communication technologies provoke the porosity of 

spaces-times specific to activities, the individual is forced to combine the demands of each 

sphere without there for as much being any spatial superimposition. Yet, the less awareness 

the spheres have of one another, the less these demands are taken account of. Consequently, 

although social control has lost some of its totalizing nature with modernity, the demands of 

spheres of life are, for their part, maintained. The individual confronted with delocalised 

demands often has to recourse to his/her own spatial mobility in order to respond to them». 

(Montulet, Kaufmann, 2004, 289) 
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Béatríce Maurines, Estelle Bonnet, Beate Collet, and Lionel Durand 

IV. Literature on Job Mobility in France 

1. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) 

1.1. Demands of high mobility of modern life 

Exploring the literature on the theme should contribute to reconsidering the social 

inequalities implied by mobility. With a view to this, V. Kaufmann (2003, 2005) defines the 

concept of «motility as the way an individual or group appropriates the realm of possibles 

concerning mobility and puts it to use» (2005, p. 126). «Motility» is three-dimensional, and 

consists in «accessibility» (a set of economic and spatial-temporal conditions accompanying a 

mobility proposal); «competences», which depend on socialisation, and finally, «cognitive 

appropriation», i.e. the meaning that actors ascribe to the opportunities mobility offers. These 

dimensions «occur simultaneously and cannot be dealt with separately» (2005, p. 127). From 

that point of view, the literature examined reveals forms of social inequality in accessing 

mobility and informs us as to the sociological and psychosocial capacities it implies. No 

direct link is established between those dimensions, which are presented either singly or in 

contrast to one another. 

1.2. Mobility potential or motility: the access to transport infrastructure 

Eric Le Breton (2005) applies the notion of «transportation network» both to private 

automobile travel and to public transportation. Accessing transportation networks obeys a set 

of norms that sometimes turn out to be more or less costly, depending on individual economic 

situations. The cost of automobile transportation depends on obtaining a license, acquiring a 

vehicle, getting all the official papers authorizing it to be put in circulation (insurance, 

owner’s certification, technical control8), upkeep (repairs, petrol), tolls, etc. Private 

automobiles are thus a means of transportation that poor populations cannot afford; public 

transportation is simpler for them and Le Breton stresses the fact that several surveys have 

«established that using public transportation is more popular the lower one descends in the 

social hierarchy» (p. 92). But though public transportation is doubtless an element of comfort, 

the poorest households live in areas where the time spent travelling is longest and requires the 

greatest number of transfers. Such constraints make getting anywhere a real problem. To that 

                                                 
 
8 Mandatory in France, the « contrôle technique » means all vehicles must be checked by an independent and 
certified mechanic every two years (Translator’s note). 
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must be added the financial expenditure: modest populations cannot afford travel cards and 

prefer buying tickets one at a time. 

In the review published by Bonnet and Desjeux (2000), some of the articles show that 

far from destroying the social link, the automobile can be a powerful vector of sociability. V. 

Mondou’s work on the urban zoning of Rouen (2006) noted two types of reasons given by 

those who prefer the automobile to public transportation: 

- «objective» reasons, connected to the mediocre quality of service (overly long travel 

or waiting time, irregular hours, insufficient service at certain hours, difficulty of connecting 

from suburb to suburb)  

- «psychological» reasons (feelings of insecurity - unverified, since the survey was 

carried out among non-users - and identifying public transportation with schoolchildren and 

youths who do not own cars). 

1.3. Mobility potential or motility: the competences 

In his analysis of how poor people relate to mobility, Le Breton (2005) elucidated the 

basic psycho-social aptitudes. Their social and economic situation has altered those 

psychological motor faculties that several of the Associations studied by the author try to have 

them recover: they need to relearn laterality, cognitive reactivity, balance, body flexibility, 

physical synchronisation. Competences such as those are just as necessary to ride a bicycle as 

to drive a car. The persons concerned also suffer from what Le Breton calls «atopy» (a 

difficulty in «understanding the meaning of a place, in sketching a useable map» (p. 161). To 

that must be added the fact they are unable to organise their time, to recognise and accept 

norms (highway regulations; buying tickets, etc.) and that they have difficulty in being with 

others. 

Chevrier and Sauvage (2006) confirm the importance of these capabilities in the case 

of mobile international managers, but note they are less indispensable in contexts where the 

individual is well cared for (trip organised by a secretary, the role of travel agencies, taxi 

companies…). A consequence of the standardisation of hotel rooms and travelling routines is 

that having to confront the other is cut down to a minimum. International managers travel as 

they were in a «dark room»; the expression reflects the distance international managers want 

to keep with respect to the territory, the foreigner and the tourist. Thus a different set of 

capacities must become operative in the case of mobility, aiming first of all at limiting the 
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cost of work in terms of fatigue and stress (knowing which seat to choose on the plane, how 

to cope with jetlag, etc.). 

Learning to socialise with different others cannot be taken for granted, such is the 

message of research on the training of Euromanagers (Davoine, 2000) or on international 

executives’ intercultural experiences (Pierre 2001). In the first case, gaining international and 

intercultural competence is the aim of a three-year training period during which French and 

German students were diversely confronted to otherness. Differences in the way 

Euromanagers integrate professionally were pointed out: German graduates are relatively 

immobile nationally speaking, while French graduates are relatively mobile, in particular prep 

school9 alumni. Also of note is the very marked geographic mobility of students belonging to 

the national minorities in each country. The research carried out by Pierre (2001) on «the 

identity profiles of international mobility» aims to show on an individual level how being an 

international manager or executive is a specific way of having an intercultural experience. 

«Cultures and identities can become useful resources in social action, can be worked into 

meanings that multinational companies need to acknowledge» (p. 53). 

Globally speaking, geographic mobility as a competence is most often associated with 

the managerial category. Cadin, Bender, and Saint Geniez (1999) created a typology made up 

of three sorts of “mobile” managers: the “itinerants,” the “frontiers,” and the “nomads.” The 

“itinerants” are professionals who constantly change companies within the same branch of 

work they have frequently experienced short periods of unemployment. The “nomads” are 

typically on the lookout to start their own business, often after several radical conversions, 

long-term unemployment or long periods of inactivity. As to the “frontier” managers, they 

shuttle between salaried employment and independent work within the same field, either 

simultaneously or successively. The category of «nomad managers» was picked up by 

Guerrero (2001). At the outset of her study, she hypothesised that new patterns of behaviour 

appeared during the 1990s among managers, in connection with the spread of flexibility. Such 

behaviour is spotted less in the loyalty towards one’s employer than in the desire for mobility. 

Her research results show that French managers have fairly traditional career strategies, 

giving internal mobility priority over other forms of evolution (p. 3). Whereas companies 

prefer functional and geographic mobility rather than vertical mobility for their managers, the 

latter are more individualistic where their own careers are concerned and consider 
                                                 
 
9 These schools prepare the entrance examinations to the « Grandes Ecoles », the elite establishments that 
dominate the French system of higher education (Translator’s note). 
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international experience important to realise their professional ambitions. This is mainly true 

of young French managers. Among them, mobility is «functional by definition, earning them 

more frequent and larger salary rises» (p. 6). Overall, French managers adopt middle-of-the 

road patterns of behaviour, between the traditional and the nomadic career. Mobility is above 

all internal, taking place in the same company. 

Spatial mobility for professional reasons is connected with the actors’ desires rather 

than type of job. This form of employability belongs to «the new spirit of capitalism» 

(Boltanski, Chiapello, 1999). These authors described how nomad managers develop, 

working at various projects that end up by creating “employability” rather than careers, thus 

giving rise to the “project-oriented” paradigm. Typical jobs of the new era of capitalism 

correspond to managers, coaches, or other mediators. 

For such individuals, work is valued because it allows a person to be flexible, and to 

become a member of networks (of people, of techniques…). 

On this point, we may conclude with Bonnet and Desjeux (2000) that mobility is a 

plus and an opportunity for the more well-to-do, but it may turn into a prison for less 

privileged groups. 

1.4. Mobility potential or motility: the appropriation, the culture of mobility 

L. Gobillon’s article (2001) is useful for studying old boys’ networks: having 

acquaintances on a potential site may (when moving away) allow individuals to obtain 

information about the local labour market more easily and lower the cost of migration by 

taking advantage of existing facilities (research by Bauer, Epstein, Gang, 2000 quoted by 

Gobillon, 2001). Losing one’s social network in the place one has left represents a high cost 

for individuals and may discourage them from moving. The cost is higher the farther away 

one must go since it becomes more difficult to continue seeing members of the network left 

behind. Degenne, Fournier, Marry, Mounier (1991) expose the way that unemployed people 

find new employment, by analyzing both the role of entrepreneurs and the social relations 

mobilised by the job-seeker. The authors lean on M. Granovetter’s theory (The strength of 

weak ties, 1973) and validate the idea that weak ties are more efficient than strong ones when 

looking for work. They illustrate the importance of studying actors’ logics to account for 

professional integration in the labour markets, which are the same for both employees and 

employers. They allow us to understand how, since all the actors use their networks to attain 
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their goals, a system of rules emerges. The various statistical surveys studied by the authors 

show that the nature of the connection when accessing employment varies according to social 

criteria. On the other hand, the Survey Jeunes (1986) shows that: it is «the strength of their 

strong ties that count in accessing a first job for the low-skilled young» (p. 82). The study 

carried out among engineers (FASFILD, 1987) elucidates the interest of a «theory that 

combines the strategies of both entrepreneurs and employees». The network effect is 

important but is different for both sexes, «less efficient for low-skilled young women, and 

professional networks are relatively inefficient where female engineers are concerned». 

1.5. Mobility potential or motility: a resource 

To sum up, one observes inequalities in mobility among different socio-professional 

categories. Among the poorer populations, who also have difficulty accessing and using 

transportation networks, competences expected for mobility are lacking or not up to par. 

Managers possess the competences and a socialisation that make it easier for them to access 

the communication infrastructures and they usually can choose the type of transportation they 

use. However, these capacities are as much a potential as a reality. Managers can, more easily 

than persons in other socio-professional milieus, leave for far-away places, become mobile 

and move, become nomads. 

2. Family functioning, family structure, family development 

2.1. Family structures 

We know of no research that bears explicitly on the various forms of families and 

situations of geographic professional mobility. In their report for PUCA (2006 d), Bonnet, 

Collet and Maurines provide statistical evidence based on their analysis of the “Life Stories – 

building identities” survey (Histoires de vie – construction des identities, MIRE-DRESS, 

2003). The question «Does your work involve travelling that obliges you to spend nights 

away from home?»10, produced a four-part variable (never; yes, once a month; yes, more than 

once a month; yes, at least once a week). Persons declaring they were mobile for professional 

reasons represent 16,75 % of the working population, and quite obviously among these 

mobilities, the irregular ones are more frequent (7,27 %) than the regulars ones (4,00 %). 

Persons who live in couples are more liable to experience these mobilities than those living 

alone (17,8 % vs 13,76 %). The conclusion was that persons living alone are both younger 

                                                 
 
10 « Effectuez-vous des déplacements professionnels qui impliquent de dormir en dehors du domicile ? » 
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and older – it is true that the most mobile categories are to be found in the 30-39 and 40-49 

age groups – and these persons in these age brackets who live alone are thus more likely to 

move closer to their place of work. The same report also gives figures for the number of 

children in the household and their age, but no significant correlation with professional 

mobility was noted. 

Several French studies have been done on the question of non-cohabiting couples 

(living apart together), especially at the National Institute for Demographic Studies (INED) 

where, since the 1990s a variety of surveys have been carried out on the subject (Villeneuve-

Gokalp, 1997), but the phenomenon is considered to be the first phase in a young couple’s 

life. Caradec (2003) noted that as a conjugal lifestyle, it seems to be gaining in popularity 

among couples forming at a later stage in life too. Generally, family sociologists look at the 

question preferably from the point of view of couples trying to reconcile private time and time 

spent together. But the question is not dealt with in connection with geographic professional 

mobility. A paper read at the symposium of the AISLF-CERLIS in May 2006 did however 

report on the first statistics available from the Study of family and intergenerational relations 

(Etude des relations familiales et intergénérationnelles, INED-INSEE 2005), and it is 

permitted to think that more explicit interpretations in that direction will be forthcoming. Over 

10.000 individuals between the ages of 18 and 79 were interviewed: three out of ten declared 

they lived alone, six out of ten lived in couples and one out of ten declared their couple was 

stable even though they did not live together (Regnier-Loilier Arnaud, Beaujouan Eva, 2006). 

The authors concentrated on the third category. They proposed to interpret it by comparing 

voluntary and involuntary non-cohabitations. The first corresponded rather to older couples, 

divorcees who wanted to preserve a certain degree of independence. One frequently meets up 

with the second among younger people, often students; non-cohabitation in their case is the 

result of distant universities or first jobs. The authors ended their paper by saying that non- 

cohabitation is rarely a long-term arrangement, that it is followed either by separation or by 

setting up house together. Non-cohabitation imposed for professional reasons seems to be a 

specific form among some dual-career couples, although the present state of the research does 

not permit giving exact figures. But the survey should theoretically allow a more precise 

analysis of the phenomenon. 

2.2. Family functioning 

If we consider the ways couples cope between their family and their professional 

obligations, various sources show that being favourably disposed to mobility largely depends 
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on their conjugal philosophy or on the rules of reciprocity they set for themselves. We will 

first examine research on the importance of family networks in decision-making concerning 

mobility, and then look at studies dealing with how couples handle job and family when one 

of the partners is mobile. 

Hélène Challiol’s work (1998, 2002) falls into the domain of personnel management. 

Its interest lies in the fact she examines the connection between being open to geographic 

professional mobility (transfers) and the reciprocity rules couples follow. The author 

postulates that mobility produces conflict as the couples negotiate their professional and 

family roles. Their reciprocity rules are based on the manner professional and family 

investments have been apportioned between the partners. Results of a quantitative 

investigation carried out among 153 persons show that reciprocity rules play an important part 

in accepting geographic mobility. In dual-career couples, where both partners attach great 

value to their professions, mobility is accepted if the individual feels that their partner will be 

able to find a position that lives up to their expectations. For individuals whose reciprocity 

rules require the partner to cut down on their professional investment, acceptance of mobility 

is limited by the latter’s degree of involvement in the life of the local community. Finally, if 

the couple’s reciprocity rules are based on both partners’ subordinating their professions to 

family living, acceptance of mobility depends on the possibilities of upholding the reciprocity 

rules elsewhere. It seems, however, that in this study, the author assumed that the mobility of 

one partner spurs the mobility of the other, thus setting the stage for an «initiator» and a 

«follower» in mobility. 

In the research Cécile Vignal (2005 a) carried out by interviewing mostly industrial 

workers who in the year 2000 were faced with the shut-down of their factory and the prospect 

of moving 200 kms away, she also insisted on the importance of family logics when weighing 

the pros and cons of geographic mobility for professional reasons. Basing herself on the 

results of this survey, she produced a second publication (Vignal, 2005b) in which she 

developed a four-part typology. The first two types are dominated by family logics, which 

appear more important than professional ones. The «migration based on family compromise» 

thus attempts to preserve professional and at the same time domestic and family integration 

(workers accepting transfers but choosing a strategy of double residence). In the «family 

rooted» type, the relation to their job is not the all-important one. Workers choose to be laid 

off, giving precedence to their residential roots and family spaces. The other two types are 

marked by the dominance of professional logics when deciding between being transferred or 
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laid off. «The cost/benefits of the transfer seem obvious here, since family and professional 

logics are less antagonistic and do not call for any radical sacrifice». «Career migrations» are 

thus central to the professional arena. Transferring opens up possibilities of upward mobility 

and makes one’s professional ambitions seem realistic. The family project adapts itself to this 

professional logic without too much trouble. In the “project rooted” model, workers choose to 

be laid off. This choice is marked by «the opinion that there is a professional and economic 

advantage to staying put». Several options are then available to them: changing profession, 

preserving the spouse’s job considered stabler or more profitable, accepting the conditions of 

the local job market. Vignal followed through (2005c), and was even more outspoken in this 

third article about how family spaces develop and considerably influence economic decisions. 

Research by Bonnet, Collet and Maurines (2006a), on the other hand, bears on the 

consequences of professional geographic mobility on the couple’s life together. Their study is 

based on comprehensive interviews and explores the experience of couples in which one of 

the partners is away from home one or several nights a week for their job. In point of fact, the 

sample was mainly made up of executives, company directors, intellectual and intermediate 

professions, i.e. categories likely to be on the move. On the whole, the authors note that the 

sedentary partners adapt to the mobile partners’ obligations and that they do so as much when 

the latter are away (child-care) as when they are home (socializing together). The mobile 

partners essentially account for the time given to their professional activity away from home, 

while the sedentary ones (mainly women) juggle between their professional investment and 

managing the domestic arena. Despite this, the women explain that they like to do their own 

thing while the partner is away (going out with girlfriends, reading). The survey clearly 

confirms that men’s professional mobility reinforces the traditional and thus sexual division 

of domestic and educational roles. However, when it is the woman who is mobile, she 

continues to invest, more than the man, in the domestic sphere, particularly by preparing for 

the time she will be away (doing housework and shopping ahead). 

Already in their first paper, these authors suggested accounting for the realities of 

couples confronted by geographic mobility for professional reasons in terms of “family 

careers.” The concept implies considering the professional, social and family careers of each 

partner, not only individually but also as they interfere. In two other papers published the 

same year (2006 b, 2006 c), they refined the concept by pointedly taking into account the 

couples’ tacit or explicit adjustments and negotiations. Deciding about mobility and the 

various ways to handle their own lives can only be understood in the light of the couple’s 
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power struggle. The paper published in Cahiers du Genre (2006b) gave the authors the 

opportunity to present a preliminary typology of family careers in situations of geographic 

mobility for professional reasons. The first type bears the strong imprint of the mobile 

partner’s professional realities on the couple’s mode of functioning, both professionally and 

as a family. The partners markedly differentiate their roles following the traditionally 

gendered model. Since the man is the mobile one, the best arrangement is when the woman 

dedicates herself entirely to running the home when her man is away. The second type leaves 

relatively more room for the professional self-fulfilment of each partner, thus revealing more 

of the constraints attached to geographic mobility. The third type is one in which the mobility 

of one is clearly felt as an impediment for self-fulfilment ; their life as a couple and a family, 

socializing with family and friends, and participating in local activities seem to win out over 

individual professional satisfaction. In that case, then, couples generally quickly put an end to 

the situation of mobility. 

In their research report to the PUCA (Plan urbanisme construction architecture, 

2006d), Bonnet, Collet and Maurines continued to explore the articulation between 

professional and family logics in situations of mobility, by paying more attention to the 

question of socially gendered relations. Geographic mobility for professional reasons is not 

experienced in the same way by men and women. The men’s profiles bear the stamp of their 

strong investment in the job, with which they personally identify. It is nevertheless necessary 

to distinguish those who place work above all else (a more traditional model, where roles are 

complementary and the way of imagining life together not very egalitarian) and those who in 

spite of everything try to reconcile the professional and the familial (a rather more egalitarian 

way of imagining life together). There are also two sorts of mobile women: one is the woman 

involved in her professional career as deeply as her partner; in that case, if mobility is a 

necessity, it becomes a family affair. These women are in relationships where the roles and 

division of domestic and educational labour are very egalitarian. On the opposite side, there 

are women who, having strongly invested in the family and accepted to put their career 

second to their husband’s, assert themselves professionally once the children are grown up 

and they are freed from their educational duties. 

In her book of 1998, Yvonne Guichard-Claudic clearly put herself in the women’s 

shoes. Faced with the regular, long-term absences of their husbands embarked on the tuna 

fishing boats for months at a time, sailors’ wives construct their personal identities between 

the family and the profession. All these women must adjust their ways of being wives, 
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mothers and workers to fit in with the obligations imposed by their husbands’ absences. Y. 

Guichard-Claudic also proposed a typology for the forms of identity11 of sailors’ wives: First, 

there are the “assistants” who conceive of their identity as completing their husbands’. They 

put all their energy into supporting their husbands’ professional identity, with an eye to the 

family group rather than to the individual. They participate actively in the life of the 

community, especially to maintain their men’s presence while they are at sea. Then there are 

the “stay at homes” who fill the same complementary role as the “assistants” but without 

taking part in community activities. The next two types however break with the traditional 

models. The «negociators» value subjective rather than objective memberships. Work is an 

important part of their personal identity even though they experience periods of professional 

inaction, mainly during the family cycle when the children are small. As to the “rebels,” they 

reject objective membership to such a point that they don’t even want to reveal their 

husband’s profession. They value their own professional identities and lead two separate 

lives, between the times the husbands are away and the times they are home. 

This empirical research on the functioning of the family in connection with geographic 

mobility for professional reasons is echoed in the work by François de Singly, especially in 

his book Libres ensembles (2000). While postulating that conjugal and family socialisation 

demands regular, day-by-day co-habitating, he concentrated on the degree to which 

individualities are taken into account in how couples function, particularly around the 

question of place of residence. Couples who do not live together on a daily basis create a 

lifestyle that highlights the moments of interaction, differentiating between the time given to 

other relationships (oneself as a member of other groups), and the time dedicated to the 

conjugal relationship (oneself as part of a couple). François de Singly most clearly espoused 

the theory of reflexive modernity in his 2003 book. From then on, he has defined family ties 

as being freely consented: individualities fully express themselves in inter-personal relations, 

in freedom and mutual respect. The fact of not cohabiting, for whatever reason (one’s 

profession, university studies, or conjugal philosophy), is interpreted as a sign of greater 

individual freedom of expression. 

Yannick Sencébé (2006) studies more particularly the lifestyles of people who shuttle 

back and forth each day because they live on the periphery of towns and thus of their place of 

work. She refers to the phenomenon of peri-urbanisation as reflecting a lack of a better 
                                                 
 
11 following Claude Dubar’s theoretical model (1992, « Formes identitaires et socialisation professionnelle », 
Revue française de sociologie, vol. XXXIII, pp. 505-529). 
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arrangement, typical of modest households (a detached house closer to their place of work 

would be infinitely more expensive). In such situations, people seem relatively closed into 

their family and home, which absorb the largest part of the family budget, their free time and 

their social activities. 

There is no research bearing specifically on the connection between professional 

geographic mobility and the stress that it might cause in the way the family functions. We can 

only refer to work by psychologists (Robin et al. 2001, Le Floch et al., 2005) who study the 

perception of stress (subjective stress) and the reality of stress (objective stress) when 

reconciling professional and family roles. They underline the lesser perception of stress, 

namely thanks to the existence of a supportive family or a network of friends, and insist on 

the impact of couple dynamics in handling women’s professional stress, especially thanks to 

the man’s participation in the domestic and family arena and the fact he acknowledges his 

spouse’s salaried employment. Le Floch et al. pursue the project, especially by showing that 

people in middle-ranking professions and managers are less prone to suffer from the stress 

due to the «family/work» interface than blue-collar workers and employees. These differences 

might be explained by the articulation of professional and family roles, the constraints of 

labour organisation and the strategies that individuals invent in order to offset the tension 

induced by stressful factors, such as professional mobility. 

2.3. Family life cycle 

Since Courgeau’s pioneering study on the subject in 1985, it has become customary to 

think that certain periods in people’s lives are more particularly favourable ones for mobility, 

e.g. the end of formal education and the beginning of working life, the unfolding of one’s 

professional career which parallels the growth and evolution of the family, and retirement. C. 

Détang-Dessendre, V. Piguet and B. Schmitt (2002) studied the micro-economic 

determinations of urban-rural migrations according to the stage of the life cycle, paying 

particular attention to how professional and residential choices worked together. An analysis 

par logit models estimation of a set of data taken from INSEE’s permanent demographic 

sample (Echantillon démographique permanent, EDP) in 1982 and 1990, allowed them to 

grasp the various motivations for migrating between the rural and urban for three age groups 

(15-24, 25-44 and 45-64). For the youngest group, it is clearly setting up house with a partner 

and the birth of the first child that increase the probability individuals will migrate, especially 

if they live in peri-urban and rural towns. But professional motives are also extremely 

important for this group: the younger people migrate to get training and because they have 
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had training. Those who became managers in 1990 are the most likely to have migrated since 

1982 and within each social-professional category, the most highly skilled were the most 

mobile. On the other hand, for those aged 25-44, residential motivations overshadowed 

professional ones. They migrated for professional reasons far less than the younger 

individuals (15-24). But forming a couple and having children explain the migrations of this 

age group the same as for the younger group, and becoming a one-parent family or celibate 

once again quite significantly increase the likelihood of migrating towards an urban centre. As 

to the 45-64 year-olds, retirement obviously, but also the changes in the family structure 

motivate the various migrations. For all the age groups, the study noted that having migrated 

in the past increased the likelihood of migrating once again. 

3. Job market 

3.1. Social mobility and spatial mobility 

Research on connections between social and spatial mobility shows that the 

relationship between the two forms of mobility is a strong one, but without significantly 

pointing to cause-and-effect. A recent INSEE publication (Baraton, 2006) shows that 

accessing the status of manager implies a change of company but also of department12. 

However, the meaning of the relationship between professional and spatial mobility is 

ambivalent. Is the change of department due to an opportunity for a promotion? Or, 

conversely, does a change in residence allow one to come closer to a region where there are 

more possibilities for being promoted? The question does not appear to receive any clear 

response, for professional and geographic mobility often go together. One can however 

hypothesise that the difficulty in accounting for why or how those forms of mobility are 

concomitant may be put down to the fact that these studies are based on econometric models. 

Their efficiency rests on their ability to convincingly show either correlations or that it is 

simply one variable among others. That is also the major drawback of econometric models, 

since interpretation is delicate, and often a matter of conjecture. 

Aside from the link between the two sorts of mobility, authors have questioned what 

the financial gains of geographic mobility might be for men and women. Pailhé and Solaz 

(2001) show that women are more mobile geographically, and moreover have more to gain 

financially from it than men. However, such gains are small where professional mobility is 

                                                 
 
12 France is divided into 96 departments, an administrative division of the territory devised by Napoleon 
Bonaparte (Translator’s note). 
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concerned. The authors acknowledge the fact that these results do not sufficiently account for 

the importance of conjugal life. Their study does show nevertheless that living as a couple 

promotes men’s geographic mobility but penalises upward professional mobility for women. 

3.2. Spatial mobility choices according to opportunities and requirements of the 
job market 

Towards the end of 2005, the unemployment rate in France was 9.5 %. Certain regions 

had higher rates than others. Comparing the unemployment rate according to region with 

employees’ opportunities for mobility is risky. One of the reasons for this is that 

unemployment is very different according to socio-professional categories which, besides, 

also spur different forms of mobility. For instance, in 2005, the unemployment rates for 

managers and middle-ranking occupations were respectively 4.9 % and 5.5 %, as against 12.5 

% for workers in industry. 

The most mobile persons geographically speaking are regularly to be found among 

managers and the upper intellectual professions (and to a lesser extent among workers and 

employees, Insee, 1999 Census). But there is little research directly addressing the 

relationship between mobility and the job market. This must be compared to the fact that 

decisions to migrate are usually taken under the combined influence of many factors: 

economic, professional, family, or yet again residential… The impact of the labour market on 

professional geographic mobility can be approached in particular through studies more 

broadly focused on residential mobility13. Thus Gobillon (2001) analyzed people’s 

motivations to move14. He showed that though migrations are related to employment 

opportunities, the latter are not the only factor that must be taken into consideration, 

especially when the migration involves short distances. Reasons for short-distance residential 

mobility are mainly connected to housing, professional reasons being clearly associated with 

long-distance mobility. Age too must be taken into account: geographic migrations for 

professional reasons are less prevalent after age 45, more frequent among younger people 

aged 25 to 29. Besides, as the author also notes, the effect of unemployment remains 

ambiguous: the probability of migrating towards another town (mobility is here understood as 

taking place within a region or between regions …) is less among unemployed heads of 

household than among those who are employed. Educational levels also influence the 

likelihood of migration: college educated household heads (B.A. or over) are more likely to 
                                                 
 
13 Cf. axis 1, motility 
14 from a study bearing on the European Households Panel (1994-1996) 
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migrate than those with lower levels of education. 

Debrand and Taffin (2005) also looked at residential mobility as a factor that might 

explain migration. That research allows us to deduce a few elements concerning the link 

between geographic mobility and the labour market. They used Insee’s last five surveys on 

housing (Logement, 1984-2002) and aimed their analysis at two main points: the evolution of 

residential mobility over more than twenty years and the impact of structural changes in a 

household and changes in how they relate to the labour market on their residential mobility. 

Concerning the relationship to the labour market, several points were outstanding (of which 

several went in the same direction as Gobillon’s analysis, 2001). First, one must note that over 

the last two decades, intra-departmental and intra-regional mobility has increased. Such 

mobility involving greater distances are associated with professional mobility whereas 

residential mobility over shorter distances are mainly explained by family reasons (the arrival 

of a new baby, for example) or by housing preferences. Long-distance mobility is also 

sensitive to factors such as educational level, age, revenue, number of persons in the 

household and dual-career couples. Being a dual-career couple thus affects long-distance 

mobility, in the sense that potential difficulties for an active partner to find a new job may 

often discourage mobility. That negative correlation between dual-career couples and long-

distance mobility may well be compatible with the hypothesis that dual-career couples decide 

to shuttle but single-career couples decide to move. Pochic (2004) partly addressed that 

question in a study on managers’ unemployment (and particularly female managers’ careers). 

She observed that unemployed male managers living with a partner are sometimes made to 

give up the idea of geographic mobility when seeking employment, either because the partner 

is opposed to it or because the financial cost connected to her having to quit her job, if the 

family moves away, is too high. What is more, most female managers living in couples must 

sometimes give up the idea of moving, because their partner «does not want to sacrifice his 

career to hers». It is rare for unemployed male managers to follow their spouse’s geographic 

displacement. Conversely, male managers’ geographic mobility and professional investment 

are sometimes at the root of female managers’ loss of activity (this is mostly observed among 

the more «traditional» couples). Studying geographic mobility can therefore hardly avoid 

analyzing gender relations at the same time. 

The aforementioned works show how important economic and professional resources 

can be when working and non working employees negotiate their place of residence. In a 

study which also dealt with employees’ residential preferences, Cécile Vignal (2005 a, 2005 
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b) showed the multidimensional nature of their choices, insisting on the importance of what 

they tell us of family logics. The author proposed a hypothesis according to which 

«negotiating residential mobility or non mobility does not only depend on professional and 

economic obligations, it includes family and residential logics that lend a meaning to the way 

individuals relate to a territory». The family is thus an active participant in the social changes 

it must undergo15. In her research she shows, that workers had to decide between being 

transferred or laid off. Finally, 2/3 were laid off, while a third accepted the transfer. Those 

refusing to transfer and move away were largely: «home owners or in the process of buying 

their home, members of a family with children, and over 40». Choosing to be laid off was also 

more frequent among the less skilled and whose partners also worked. The second lesson 

drawn from this study was, as the author pointed out: migration is made difficult by the 

unequal prospects of employees as to professional mobility. Moving is made easier for 

technicians, managers and certain skilled workers (all the more if they do not have small 

children and do not own their home). Third lesson: «the choice of staying put, migrating or 

shuttling between residences are in part connected to the way the family is attached to its 

home territory and to the type of residential arrangement (renting, owning…)». Deciding 

between being laid off and transferring is thus connected to the degree of attachment to the 

territory, the home, the kinship network. Sylvie Malsan (2001), in her study on the closing 

down of an Alcatel electronic factory in Cherbourg also found that most workers refused to 

transfer. 

Vignal’s results show the need to study the relationship to mobility and non mobility 

in a multidimensional perspective (residential, familial and professional), catching the 

interactions and tensions that preside over people’s choices16. They also tend to show that as 

far as choice goes, a majority of employees prefer being laid off rather than transferring to 

keep a job, which exposes them to unemployment. The impact of unemployment on job-

seekers remains uncertain and the research reviewed has not developed that theme to any real 

extent. 

                                                 
 
15 Cf. axis 2, family fonctioning. 
16 Cf axis 1, motility. Aside from the work by Vignal relative to the forms of delocalization of employment, 
Alain Tarrius (2000) describes a study carried out on the migration of 20000 steel workers from the Lorraine 
region who arrived in the region of Provence in 1973 when a steel works opened at Fos-sur-Mer. The relation 
between geographic and professional mobility was mainly studied through the way the migrants managed their 
territorial and identity (re)compositions. This approach was also applied to international professional elites, of 
whom a certain number were in an upwardly mobile career strategy. Others however considered that being 
mobile or sedentary « is the ordinary counterpart of doing one’s job in one’s main place of work ». 
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3.3. Localisation of jobs within each country, spatial distribution of various kinds 
of jobs 

The employment site is important if one wishes to understand working people’s 

geographic mobility, which appears more significant in certain parts of France than others. 

The poles of attraction correspond in fact to the two main basins of employment: 

- The concentration of the service sector and so many company headquarters in Ile de 

France (and not only Paris - the urban zone extends to the surrounding departments), the 

strong presence of industry in the North of the country. The industrial sector is more dominant 

in the North and generates in point of fact a greater number of jobs. It is also well represented 

in the North-East. 

- The development of the service sector in some of the large cities in the South of 

France, such as Lyons, Marseilles, Nice, Toulouse and Bordeaux, which is clearly the case 

given the large number of managers and middle-ranking professions there ; and of young 

people, since there are several large universities in those regions. The large regional capitals 

are highly attractive, as much from the point of view of employment as for their geographic 

locations (agreeable climate). Departments bordering the Mediterranean benefit from a 

considerable tourist trade. Geographically, they are much sought after (as are those on the 

Atlantic coast). 

Parallel to those very attractive geographic areas, other large regions look practically 

deserted as the active population moves away towards other departments or regions. That is 

the case in several Southern departments, in the Centre and East of France. These areas 

correspond to rural parts of the country which are less densely populated and whose 

population is aging, among whom a relatively high proportion of farmers (Hilico and Poulos, 

2004). This is particularly true of the departments in the Auvergne (Massif Central). 

Léon and Godefroy (2006) confirm the low pull factor of some French regions 

(Center-East and North-East) whatever the age of the persons surveyed. These areas are in the 

process of industrial or rural decline. The migratory patterns noted among men and women 

are similar. The most decisive factors to explain their behaviour are age and place (only the 

three key ages in the life cycle are considered in the analysis: 16-20, 20-30 and 55-65). As 

one might expect, university-age girls and boys arrive en masse in the employment zones of 

Paris and the other large university towns in the provinces. Once they finish college, these 

students migrate towards other areas to look for work. The industrial zones in the suburbs 
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typically show a loss of population at the time of studies and a gain of young working 

householders (aged 25 to 40). The small urban centres, especially because they have few jobs 

to offer, show a gain of population towards retirement age … 

Brutel et al., (2000) analyzed the relationship between professional and geographic 

mobility, taking into account the size of the urban area from which the persons left and that of 

their place of destination17. The authors showed that the connection between the two sorts of 

mobility exists whatever the size of the urban areas but that it tended to weaken between 1968 

and 1990. Moving from region to region became the main vector of professional mobility 

(changing urban areas then loses some of its influence). Besides, the probability of obtaining a 

promotion is twice as high when going from a small to a large urban zone. Since 1975, 

mobility from a small urban zone towards Paris has increased the chances of promotion, 

especially among the middle-ranking occupations. Unskilled workers also saw their chances 

for a promotion increase as they left for larger urban areas. 

Mobility between small urban zones of various sizes is also positive for professional 

advancement. This is particularly true for skilled workers and employees obtained more 

promotions than those who remained in the «large urban» zones. All these different trends 

however seem to diminish with time, a fact which the authors interpret as being due to the 

standardisation of the labour markets within the different urban areas. 

3.4. Alternating Migrations in France 

In 1999, 3 out of 5 active individuals were working outside of their residential 

community (Talbot, 2001). Alternating migrants are ever more numerous: from 46.1 % in 

1982 to 60.9 % in 1999, and the distance they must cover to go to work ever greater, on the 

average 15.1 kms as the crow flies. 

The increase in the number of alternating migrations concerns mainly those 

populations living outside the urban centres. They also vary according to the region, being 

more frequent in the North and North-East (Nord-Pas-de-Calais, Lorraine, Alsace, Picardie, 

Haute-Normandie) and less so in the Southern parts of the country (particularly Corsica, 

Provence-Alpes-Côte-d’Azur and Limousin where the proportion of people working in their 

                                                 
 
17 The study only took into consideration salaried men and mobility between urban areas with fewer than 
400.000 inhabitants. That choice may be explained by the fact that mobility towards urban areas of that size is 
more often associated with a promotion. 
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place of residence is the highest). 

Ile de France with Paris and the Rhone Valley department are by far the most 

attractive from the point of view of employment. The Paris urban area contributes very 

significantly to the demographic growth of the department, but other large provincial cities 

are also strongly dynamic demographically. In 1999, Paris, Toulouse and Lyons were the 

three urban areas that had grown the most, followed in 4th place by Montpellier (Julien, 

2001). There is a high concentration of population in the most dynamic cities. At the same 

time, these cities constantly expand and are thus marked by suburbanisation. Thus, though the 

labour force is mainly concentrated in the urban poles, people live further and further away 

from them. That is mainly true of the younger people and families in need of space. 

Census data (Insee, 2004) show that 45 % only of those migrating between provincial 

regions cross one regional border (Baccaïni, 2005). Inter-regional exchanges seem to reveal a 

certain harmony or affinity between neighbouring regions. 

3.5. The Centralisation of employment and career management 

Though Ile de France constitutes one of the most attractive regions in terms of 

employment, it is also the most affected by the departure of working populations for other 

places in France. A study of the migratory balance (Baccaïni, 2005) over the entire territory 

shows that this region (as well as those in the North and North-East) sees more people moving 

out than moving in. It is mainly attractive for young adults (between 20 and 30 years of age) 

at the time of their studies or when looking for a first job. After 30, there are more departures 

than arrivals. Families with young children and retired folk leave, seeking a more agreeable 

lifestyle. 

Population shifts concern employees in the private as well as the public sector. For the 

latter, Ile de France is the region most affected by the mobility of civil servants (Pauron, 

2003). They are especially attracted by the Mediterranean and to a lesser degree the South-

West. But Ile de France is also a pole of attraction for civil servants from the rest of France, 

particularly young people, men and managers. Paris and its region can be a first appointment, 

followed after a few years by a move to the provinces (towards a more attractive zone 

geographically or towards the region one came from). The chances to move, given the 

centralisation of so many services, are good and encourage the mobility of civil servants. 
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3.6. Mobility between France and abroad 

As to French working populations abroad, Switzerland and Germany are undeniably 

the most attractive destinations in terms of salary and employment, compared to other border 

States such as Italy and Spain. Luxemburg and to a lesser degree, Belgium, also concentrate a 

large number of French workers. There too, salaries are very attractive. 

The departments bordering on these countries are in fact those most affected by 

emigration, which often takes the form of daily shuttling between home and work. For many 

other departments not bordering France, one supposes the trips are more on a weekly than 

daily basis, though we have no precise data on that. It is the case e.g. of Paris and the Rhone 

Valley (Lyons) which are the two non-border departments with the highest rate of migrations 

towards the rest of Europe (PUCA, 2006). 

4. Social integration, social capital 

4.1. Social capital and mobility types 

The themes known as «social capital, social support and social networks» are dealt 

with in sociology (of the family, of kinship relations, of social networks, and by socio-

economy) as well as in economics, using the concepts of mutual assistance (family and/or 

relations), public solidarity, and intergenerational transfers. In this research, the link with 

mobility is rarely mentioned, except implicitly or as background information. 

The employment problem and the problem of social protection that accompanies it 

have made sociological, socio-economic and economic research on family solidarity and 

exchanges outside the immediate family (with other kin) a totally contemporaneous 

preoccupation. Work on this began in France about thirty years ago with the research done by 

A. Pitrou (1978). C. Attias-Donfut (1996) shows that exchanges between generations can be 

very diversified and that they vary according to the life cycle and specific needs. But family 

solidarity also depends on resources and the norms proper to each social group. 

4.2. Social support, social networks and social capital: Help through the 
financial support and the social security 

J. H. Déchaux (1994) wonders what the effects of family solidarity on social 

inequalities might be. He concludes that the effects on the three sorts of exchanges examined 

(domestic, reticular and financial) are systematically unequal. Kin appears to be a «factor that 

conserves and even amplifies social cleavages» (p. 89). The question and answer were reset 
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and completed in 2004 by the author and N. Herpin, and do not uphold the optimistic French 

interpretation of mutual aid. According to them, statistical surveys indicate that, on the 

contrary, it takes place on a relatively modest scale and they note an «absence of 

redistribution of wealth among social milieus» (p. 3)18. 

Family mutual aid between households is studied under two angles. The first concerns 

services rendered (Attias Donfut 2000), the second concerns support in the form of money 

(gifts, financial assistance... that fall outside inheritance laws19). Whatever the social class, 

financial mutual aid is at its maximum when the children leave home (Paugam and Zoyem, 

1997), especially if they are under 25 (20 % of them are helped by their family, sometimes 

their family-in-law, for over 40 % of their consumer’s budget (Herpin, Déchaux, 2004, p. 12). 

However, these authors wonder if such an amount should still be considered mutual aid or if 

the beneficiaries should not be considered as dependents. Overall, the results of the survey 

covering all cases show that financial aid coming from the family does not significantly 

contribute to improving a household’s standard of living «when compared to the amounts 

granted by welfare» (2004). 

Mutual aid relations differ greatly according to social class. Among well-to-do 

families, mutual aid is more a part of sociability, with an eye to protecting the standard of 

living to which they are accustomed. The key issues of mutual aid are the children’s education 

and help for setting up house when they leave the family nest (Paugam and Zoyem, 1997; 

Herpin, Déchaux, 2004). Nothing is said about where these children set up house. They do not 

become independent very quickly among the middle-ranking professions whereas among the 

well-to-do, helping out is «part of their sociability». The authors conclude therefore that 

«rather than correcting social differences, family assistance accentuates them» (Herpin, 

Déchaux, 2004, p. 3). Among poorer households, mutual aid concentrates more particularly 

on cohabiting within the «extended family», in the anthropological sense of «kinship». These 

milieus, which are the ones that mainly benefit from public assistance and social protection, 

are also those where such exchanges are the least frequent. «Family solidarity is visible more 

in the fact they cohabit and in the sorts of domestic organisation typical of ‘extended 

                                                 
 
18 To account for this, they worked on three statistical surveys: « Budget famille » (Bdf, 2000-2001) bearing on 
the household’s expenses and resources ; « Kin Networks and Mutual Assistance » (Réseau de parenté et 
entraide) to analyze sociability (Insee, 1997) ; and “Daily life relations and isolation” (Relations de la vie 
quotidienne et isolement, Insee 1997). 
19 Financial mutual aid remains a transfer, i.e. different from inheritance which is controlled by law. We could 
hypothesize that services rendered are more feasible within a spatial proximity than financial assistance, 
potentially further removed from the family geographically. 



B. Maurines, E. Bonnet, B. Collet, L. Durand Chapter 4 Literature on Job Mobility in France 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 81 

families’». The research carried out by Paugam and Zoyem is mainly concerned with the 

financial support that has currency in poorer milieus. It distinguishes the assistance that 

people may eventually be given (2/3 of the sample) and the assistance they actually receive 

(10 %). On the whole, the shorter the period of unemployment, the higher the amount of 

mutual aid: 25 % of the short-term unemployed (less than one year), 17 % of the long-term 

and 10 % whose jobs were of uncertain duration, were being helped. This is all the more true 

when the persons concerned are young. There is no major difference between men and 

women. The poorest of the poor are not those who receive the most help. Indeed, the «persons 

receiving high amounts from welfare and those who do not get anything at all are those who 

receive the least financial assistance from their families. That does not allow us to verify the 

hypothesis (...) that private assistance replaces public funds. (...) The less well-off families 

also have the least possibility of receiving financial assistance from their kin. Reducing social 

inequalities thanks to family support, thus appears highly improbable» (p. 194). After 

examining the situation of people receiving the RMI20 (a State allowance), the authors report 

that it has not radically suspended family solidarity: 53 % of the persons helped by their 

families before being awarded the RMI are no longer being helped by them. Isolated RMI 

beneficiaries (bachelors, childless, living alone) are the persons least assisted by their 

families. Paugam and Zoyem stress the fact that the RMI «relieved a certain number of 

modest families, but hasn’t altogether dissolved family solidarity» (p. 209). 

4.3. The roles of the family and State in the transfers between generations 

French research in the 2000s often approaches the question of transfers between 

generations by differentiating between family assistance and State aid, as well as by 

envisaging their potential displacements or articulations. The question of mobility is only a 

background feature here. C. Attias-Donfut (2000) thus deals with the question of “public and 

private transfers between generations, looking at who gives and who receives in a family by 

separating private help, i.e. what comes from the family, from public aid.” It is a matter of 

seeing, on one hand, if there are interactions between the public transfers (welfare) and 

private ones (family assistance), and on the other hand, of measuring their impact on social 

protection and social inequalities. The survey carried out by the CNAV21, indicates that public 

aid and private solidarity are complementary and effective in reducing social inequalities. All 

public policy must uphold the family in the important role it plays in redistributing resources 

                                                 
 
20 Revenu Minimum d’Insertion, created in France in 1989. 
21 Social Security agency in charge of retirement plans (Translator’s Note) 
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among the generations, so that it can also be effective for employment, training and social 

protection. 

From their study on «the impact of intergenerational transfers on real-estate options» 

Wolff and Attias-Donfut (2005) deduce that intergenerational transfers received from the 

parents (momentary assistance, donations, inheritance) have a significant influence on the 

beneficiaries’ standard of living. The gift of money to the children usually translates as an 

investment in human relations; donations belong rather to the logics of patrimonial 

transmission. That is the perspective adopted by the authors to measure the consequences of 

transfers on young adults’ residential choices. Transfers considerably increase the chances 

that at a given age they will become home-owners. Educational level, which reduces the 

length of time one can save up, has no particular effect on the children’s residential choices. 

4.4. Composition of networks 

The collective volume due to Bonvalet, Gotman and Grafmeyer (1999) is important to 

mention here. It allows studying family spaces (familial and residential) along with the 

dynamics of preferential relations. The research started by an analysis of the «Close relatives» 

survey («Proches parents») and of 99 interviews. The notion of space has two sides to it: the 

space of the family and its organisation and that space in conjunction with residential 

trajectories and their symbolic connotations. 

C. Bonvalet shows that a high degree of proximity between relatives exists: 1 person 

out of 5 inhabits the same town as their mother and one out of two the same department. 

Relations between primary relatives are the most central. Geographic mobility and 

urbanisation have thus not caused kinship groups to break up spatially. But, except for the 

mother-daughter connection, the closeness between relatives does not depend on geographic 

proximity but rather on how often they see each other. 

In the same volume, C. Bonvalet and D. Maison22 constructed a typology of «family-

entourage» for which the main criteria were: declared affinity, seeing each other at least once 

a week and mutual assistance. According to that definition, 46.5 % of the persons interviewed 

belonged to a «family-entourage». The authors next introduced the idea of the «local family-

entourage» for which they provided an operational definition: a type of family functioning 

marked by spatial and subjective proximity but also by the intensity of contacts and the 
                                                 
 
22 see article C. Bonvalet (2003). 
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existence of bonafide mutual assistance between members of the same family who do not live 

together. This «local family-entourage» (living in the same or a neighbouring town) covered 

30 % of the persons interviewed. There was a sub-category, the «semi-cohabiting» local 

family-entourage (i.e. who are in daily touch, 15.1 %). The «dispersed family-entourage» 

pools persons who do not live very near each other (16.7 %). Thus 53.3 % live in different 

configurations, 7% among them do not mention any relatives among their close 

acquaintances. The «local family-entourage» is more common among the poorer households 

who are not very mobile geographically. Women more often than men organise their relatives 

along this pattern. Whereas cohabitation stricto sensu between generations has become quite 

marginal in France, living close by and keeping up regularly concerns 15 % of the persons 

interrogated in the “Close relatives” survey (…) Such a family life-style is likened to 

«cohabitating at a distance» (2003, p. 16). 

The general review proposed by Bonvalet in 2003 aims to show that functioning as a 

«family-entourage» may mean repeating the previous generation’s experience but that it is not 

always the case. The situation may have been decided and accepted by the individuals, or 

imposed for lack of an alternative. Also interesting in this research is the fact that family 

history and residential itineraries were used to explain the «family-entourages». Extended 

families exist in many forms that change over time: «The way a family organises itself on a 

territory, by concentrating on one place or on the contrary, by spreading out, is one of the 

factors that reveal the ties between relatives and the strategies applied in order to tighten or 

loosen them» (2003, p. 11). 

In «Being put up by relatives or close acquaintances», Grafmeyer (1999) indicated 

that one-third of the people interviewed have at one time or another been put up by a relative. 

This concerned mainly persons living alone or without children, who when young had 

experienced a very stable family life in a permanent home and who have become very mobile 

geographically and professionally, obliged to move around between regions. This is most 

widespread among people working in industry and in agriculture, and in «local family-

entourage» configurations. «Being put up by a relative or a friend is one of the possible ways 

of responding quickly to an unforeseen and critical situation» (p. 169). Also, «it is perhaps a 

way of adjusting temporarily unsynchronised schedules» (p. 170). Besides, geographic 

proximity encourages two-way mutual aid: parents helping their children and children helping 

their old parents (Herpin, Déchaux (2004). 
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4.5. Spatial distribution of personal networks 

However, concerning the question of the greater or lesser mobility or non-mobility of 

these populations, there is no information forthcoming in the aforementioned research in 

terms of spatial distance, commuting time or the differences in geographic milieus 

(«urbanity», «rurality») that might provide explicit indications as to the role of mutual 

assistance, solidarity or social networks. M. Grosetti (2006) gives us an opportunity to touch 

on these subjects thanks to a real case of urban space, the city of Toulouse. The author sums 

up his question in the following way: «are we (spatially) close to our (sentimental) relations? 

What are the effects of urban change on relational structures?» (p. 83). He replies that 

personal networks are spatially structured, since 83 % of the Toulouse interviewees’ relations 

live less than one hour away. The levels of «neighbourhood (district)» (less than 5 minutes) 

are termed neighbourhood relations; «sector» (ten minutes) and «city» (less than one hour) 

result in relations based on weak ties (colleagues, friends, acquaintances). National and 

international levels typically represent strong ties (family, close friends). What is more, «it is 

as if the fact of living somewhere, even for only a few years, translated into local relations in 

various circles (job, associations), through the neighbourhood or by socializing (evenings out, 

etc…) Only strong relations (family, close friends) stand up to distance» (pp. 86-87). As far as 

relational networks go, managers have the largest number of relations and long-distance 

connections and therefore a window open on wider horizons. It is they too who use the TIC 

the most. All these factors go into producing more social affinities, thus more segregated 

relations. In the end, the author confirms the local character (on a city scale) of social 

relations. «Mobility has a real albeit limited impact on the spatial structure of networks: what 

most counts is not to have moved around more or less during one’s lifetime, but the number 

of years spent in the city or rural town one is presently living in. (...) The weakening of spatial 

borders in no way prevents the reinforcing of social barriers» (p. 89). 

Kinship networks and social acquaintances are important in accessing employment. 

They may also promote mobility where the upper categories are concerned. Not so among the 

lower ones. In the poorer circles, relational and social networks are less dense and contribute 

to local integration and thus a more non-mobile outlook.23 

                                                 
 
23 see axis 1, relational competences and socialization. 
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5. Quality of Life 

Here again, it is not easy to find research on the connection between spatial mobility 

and life-styles. This is doubtless due to the polysemous nature of the concept (Beaufils, 2005). 

Yet, local studies carried out by INSEE foregrounded the search for better lifestyles, to 

explain the arrival of secondary residents in Auvergne for example, or the fact that working 

populations quit the inner city for the periphery in Lorraine (INSEE, 2005). Debrant and 

Taffin (op. cit. 2005) also show that the quality of life was one of the indicators determining 

the quality of housing helping to explain residential and professional mobility. The search for 

a better lifestyle might then explain geographic mobility and conversely, a satisfactory 

lifestyle might dampen the desire for mobility. 

But as we are reminded by Debroux (2005), in her analysis of the migratory processes 

of certain «workers» towards a «rural and isolated» space, positing the quality of life as 

promoting mobility means that «implicitly, the departure and arrival spaces are spontaneously 

perceived as being structurally different, the qualities and good points of one balancing out 

the drawbacks of the other» (p. 15). As her analysis shows, the migratory process may begin 

with a loss of stability in the profession, the couple or the family. For the author, the attraction 

of the new place is in large part due to the migrants’ personal and family history. The place of 

arrival is thus a «referential space» for migrants when it represents their ancestors and 

family’s history. It is also perceived as a «founding space» «because [he] lived there as an 

adult, the important biographical events of his life (together with a partner, separation, birth of 

the children …)» (p. 22). It is quite often such a biographical link that explains the desire to 

leave. One may then wonder about the role of the quality of life in migratory itineraries. 

Josette Debroux’s analysis gives the impression that she is exclusively concerned with the 

premises of mobility, contributing to launch the process when one’s present situation begins 

to break down. 

Sencebé’s research (2004) on the Diois deals with the diversity of forms of 

membership and of the territorial dynamics produced by the fact that populations who live 

there for different reasons and do not share the same representations and were or were not 

previously involved in migratory processes, meet in the same space . To deal with this, the 

author devises «membership configurations» that help us understand the implicit or explicit 

relationship between mobile and non-mobile populations and the concept of quality of life. 

For certain populations, the question of the quality of life is not raised as such, while for 

others it is one of their expectations and thus an object of choice and strategy. Seen from this 
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angle, the figure of «immersion» is a relation to space defining a type of membership called 

attached, implying a non-reciprocal dependence on place and personal ties (the country person 

who rejects the neo-rurals). The figure of «distancing» is a form of belonging to a space 

called engaged, it involves persons in the process of migration who have chosen to live on 

this territory. That figure rests on the bridge between “here and elsewhere.” The figure of 

«dissociation» constitutes a relationship with space that translates into a form of belonging as 

a tension between being engaged in social places (family and occupation) built up elsewhere 

and one’s attachment to the place one was born. Finally, the author presents the figure of 

«exteriority» as being a relationship to space that carries with it a form of belonging that is 

unstable (all this is only an elsewhere in limbo) (pp. 24, 25, 28). 

From a psychological perspective, Rascle’s work (2001) can also contribute to 

thinking in terms of quality of life. Inspired by the transactional theory of stress, she shows 

that adjusting individually to professional change depends on various factors among which 

«social resources» (perceived social support) are all-important. With this, we are thrown back 

to elements presented earlier through the work of Robin on one hand and Lefloch on the 

other24. Though this analysis excludes persons having experienced geographic mobility, it 

underlines the need to take into account the various «individual resources» in order to grasp 

the meaning of quality of life. 

 

                                                 
 
24 See family functioning, family structure, family development 
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Silvia Ruppenthal, Ruth Limmer, and Wolfgang Bonß 

V .  L i t e r a t u r e  o n  J o b  M o b i l i t y  i n  G e r m a n y  

1. Job Mobility in Germany 

This section addresses general aspects of occupational mobility in Germany. These 

aspects include political structures, the actual job market-related mobility, the extent of 

mobile living arrangements, the necessity for mobility based on economic conditions as well 

as the mobility culture in Germany. 

1.1. Basic political conditions: Demand for more mobility 

When we look at political and societal development, it appears that the mobility 

demands on workers have increased. This increase is visible worldwide and especially in 

Europe and consequently in Germany as well. From a political point of view, the barriers to 

mobility should be decreased on the international level in the course of European unity and 

social cohesion as well as international migration should be enhanced25. Increased job 

mobility would essentially help contribute to cultural integration, competitiveness on the 

world market and the dismantling of social inequality. Employees should follow the flow of 

money, goods and other transfers to allow for an optimal allocation of workers (for the legal 

basis of the European job market see Berthold & Neumann, 2004). Highly-qualified workers 

and management personnel as carriers of knowledge and specific cultures are to strengthen 

the economy in a knowledge based society on a European level. Concomitant problems, for 

instance the differences in educational degrees, will thus become an ever more important 

topic and must be reduced (about inequality and non-transparency of educational degrees in 

the European Union see, for example, List, 1996 or the anthology of Mytzek & Schömann, 

2004). 

As on the European level, German politics likewise tries to support job market 

mobility. For the most part, the debate about the necessity for more mobility in the job market 

substantially focuses on the process of equalisation between east and west and the problem of 

unemployment26. The current opinion is that we can fight unemployment in particular by 

changing jobs (Zühlke, 2000) and by increased inter-regional mobility (Büchel, Frick, & 

Witte, 2002). Instead, for instance, the basic conditions for the unemployed were altered. To 
                                                 
 
25 For example, in 2002 the program Skills and Mobility was created European wide. 
26 Of importance are the factors: geographic mobility, change of occupation, change of employer. 
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achieve this goal, the sum of 180 million Euro allocated to unemployment offices for 

“mobility assistance” in 2003 has almost doubled compared to 2001. Comparing these two 

years, we find that the number of persons, who used this support has also increased by about 

75% to 290,000. This increased use of support is also related to the changed criteria of 

burden. According to the new guidelines, unemployed persons can basically be required to 

either move, have dual households or commute up to 2.5 hours daily (for full time positions) 

when starting a new job. Exceptions can only be made for the care of children or other family 

members. 

A special issue with respect to the basic economic conditions of job mobility is the 

travel expense tax write-off27. This so called ‘Pendlerpauschale’ compensates for travel 

expenses between home and regular place of work and can be claimed on tax returns. For 

each full kilometre driven, employees can claim 0.30 Euro on their tax returns. Starting in 

2007, however, this tax break will only be granted for travel distances over 20 kilometres. 

National savings are the goal of this change. An additional regulation that provides financial 

compensation for expenses with respect to certain living arrangements is the tax reduction for 

dual households. A result of this reduction is relief for people who live, for instance, in a long 

distance relationship. 

Despite these attempts to enhance mobility, specific barriers to mobility are 

disappearing only very slowly in Germany. One barrier is rooted in the educational system of 

the states of the Federal Republic of Germany. During university studies, it is, for example, 

difficult for students to change from one state university system to another because of 

different curriculum and examination requirements; teachers, in particular, are strongly 

limited in their mobility because of different degree requirements and educational systems. 

Whether occupational mobility has actually increased in West Germany is debatable at 

least based on empirical data (see Büchel, Frick, & Witte, 2002). Whereas Haas sees a clear 

rise in regional mobility between 1980 and 1995 (2000), Erlinghagen failed to see an increase 

in job market mobility based on his study of IAB workers panel (2002)28. With respect to the 

European job market Berthold and Neumann also conclude that occupational mobility in 

                                                 
 
27 The write off is regulated by Article 9 Sec 1 Para 3 No 4 of the German Tax Code (Einkommenssteuergesetz 
(EStG) § 9 Abs. 1 Satz 3 Nr. 4) 
28 To compare these studies, we must distinguish between the different forms of occupational mobility. Haas 
examines interregional job fluctuation, whereas Erlinghagen looks at the fluctuation between business, job 
security and frequency of individual redundancy. 
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Europe has remained on the same low level (2002). Only 2% of European workers work in 

another EU country (Tassinopoulos & Werner, 1999, p. 6 cited in Berthold & Neumann, 

2004). 

Little is known about the extent and the different types of mobility in Germany. Based 

on the results of the Microcensus and the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) Schneider, 

Limmer, and Ruckdeschel assume that every sixth worker between the age of 20 and 59 is 

occupationally mobile either as a long distance commuter, or vari-mobile person29, or 

residentially mobile worker or shuttle or lives in a long distance relationship. This number 

corresponds to 16% of the working population in this age (Schneider, Limmer, & 

Ruckdeschel, 2002b, p. 55ff.). Within this group, long distance relationships make up 5%, the 

most frequent life style followed by long distance commuting (4%) the second most frequent. 

The portion of the vari-mobiles is 3% and shuttles and residentially mobile 2% each. In 

contrast, 45% of immobile persons have lived in the same place or region since birth. 

Social science research has also focused special attention on cross-border mobility. 

This mobility behaviour has been analyzed from the perspective of transportation studies as 

well as in the context of migration research (see Kreutzer & Roth, 2006; Verwiebe & Mueller, 

2006; Weiß, 2005). In the last few years, commuter streams and obstacles for commuters 

along inner European national borders have been investigated within the project “Cross-

Border Commuting in the EU: Obstacles and Barriers” (CROBOCOB)30. In Germany, 9 % of 

all workers are foreign nationals, the largest portion of whom originates however from none-

EU or none-EU associated countries, the so-called Drittstaaten. In Germany, workers from 

European Union countries comprise 3 % of the domestic work force (Janssen, 2002, p. 26). 

With its 78,000 EU workers, Germany is thus the second most important host country for 

cross-border commuters that pay into the social welfare system, preceded only by 

Switzerland. Although this cross-border exchange activity is substantial in the border regions, 

it is nevertheless insignificant for Germany as a whole even after the opening of national 

borders. As in the rest of Europe, the job market in Germany continues to be dominated by 

native workers. Mobility barriers noted in the research include: differences in the social 

welfare systems (for example different types of health insurance coverage, unemployment 

                                                 
 
29 Vario mobile are people with varying job related mobility demands. The duration of absence form home and 
their place of work change constantly. They are for example consultants, stewards, stewardesses or truckers. 
Shuttles have a second residence near work and return home on weekends. 
30 The six borders investigated are Finland/Sweden, Sweden/Denmark, Denmark/Germany, 
Germany/Netherlands, the Netherlands/Belgium and Italy/France. 
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benefits as well as pension rights); differences in tax systems and assessment practices; 

differences in educational systems, making comparisons between educational degrees 

problematical; inadequate knowledge of the language of the host country; inadequate and 

inaccessible information about cross-border job markets, cultural differences and prejudices 

as well as mental barriers (“border in the heads”) to name just a few (Janssen & van the 

Velde, 2003, p. 31ff.). 

1.2. Economic basic conditions: Increased demand for mobile workers 

The transition from an industrial to a service society has had far-reaching 

consequences on the demand for workers by individual companies. Highly complex 

production processes and research areas that require specific know-how, increasing 

technological innovation and shorter product life cycles have all led to a continuous demand 

for highly qualified skilled workers. Less qualified and older workers are increasingly 

required to undergo additional training. Other workers are forced to switch jobs because of 

the pressures of quickly evolving occupational fields (Kraemer & Bittlingmayer, 2001). 

Increasing globalisation reinforce this process of change in the workplace. In particular, 

companies that operate globally look for competencies that are linked to mobility such as 

language skills or knowledge of foreign markets and cultures (Winkelmann, 2002). 

According to a 2002 study by the management consultant firm Pricewaterhouse 

Coopers, 47% of the European business enterprises interviewed indicate that their demand for 

mobile workers will rise and 22% even expect a strong increase (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 

2002). In qualitative interviews, personnel managers of the Deutsche Bank AG stress the 

essentiality of the mobility experience for their employees, in order to shape business culture 

and to train their workers to be flexible and farsighted. Here we are not simply dealing with 

work-related travel. Employees are not simply sent back and forth from the main company 

office. Instead their movement has a “multi-lateral” dimension, as workers carry out 

responsibilities in several sequential stations along their career path. In particular, these 

mobility requirements are addressed to highly-qualified specialists and management 

personnel and directed towards mobile workers within Germany (Paulu, 2001, p. 4)31. 

The increased demand of the German economy for mobile workers can also be seen in 

                                                 
 
31 Overall, the banking sector exhibits a lesser tendency towards global mobility. International markets are 
predominantly managed by local employees. This point is underscored by the study of Beaverstock, which 
examined the 20 largest London banks with international operations (according to Paulu 2001, p. 4). 
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the debate about the “Green Card” in Germany. Due to a striking lack of IT specialists, many 

business enterprises tried to bring workers from countries outside the European Union into the 

job market. The German Green Card regulations, a far more rigid regulatory measure than its 

namesake, the American Green Card, went into effect in August 2001. At the end of 

September 2001, nearly 10,000 workers from outside the European Union had started jobs in 

Germany (Werner, 2002). 

To determine the number of internationally mobile and highly qualified skilled 

workers in firms, the IZA International Employer Survey 2000 was conducted32. These data 

reveal that 39% of the firms in Germany employ highly qualified foreign workers. The 

portion of these workers with respect to the total number of all highly qualified workers is 

9%33. Two different hypotheses build the foundation for an analysis of reasons to employ 

foreign workers. According to the substitution hypothesis, companies need foreign workers 

because there is a lack of skilled workers in the area and personnel has to be found elsewhere. 

According to the complementary hypothesis, companies seek foreign workers because they 

add special skills. The reasons for hiring highly skilled foreign workers as stated by the 

companies speak for the complementary hypothesis. As the companies themselves claim, they 

hire foreign workers because of their good English language skills or their knowledge of 

foreign markets (Winkelmann, 2002, p. 290 f.).  

Wolters regards the migration of highly-qualified workers in a somewhat different 

perspective. One goal of his studies is to compare the relation of production factors of “high-

skilled labour” to the production factor of capital. One result of the study is that the direct 

investments in Germany are a regulating factor for the migration of highly-qualified workers 

into Germany (Wolter, 1997, p. 246). In a later essay entitled “From the enterprise-internal to 

the enterprise-induced migration of high skilled workers in Europe,” Wolters ends with the 

statement that the current view of business enterprises contributing to mobility through 

internal job markets is outdated. Rather migration is no longer bound to a single firm and its 

branch offices. “High-skilled labour” is consequentially developing into a production factor 

independent of location, since it no longer depends on the branch system of its own employer 

                                                 
 
32 This project was carried out in cooperation with the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research 
(Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung) as well as the IZA. The survey included 850 companies, 340 
companies headquartered in Germany, 170 in France with a corresponding number in both Great Britain and the 
Netherlands (Winkelmann 2002, p. 287). 
33 The rounded portions for other countries are: France 34% and 11%; Great Britain 50% and 11%, Netherlands 
33% and 17%) (Winkelmann 2002, p. 289) 
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(Wolter, 1997, p. 53). 

1.3. Mobility culture in Germany 

Mobility culture is understood here as the sum of attitudes towards and the 

collectively shared experiences regarding mobility. These attitudes are formed, among others, 

by generally accepted norms, Leitbilder of mobility, structures that favour or hinder mobility, 

existent phenomenology of mobile living arrangements, the spread and the dynamic of 

mobility and the demands to become mobile. These experiences can be, on the one hand, 

characteristic for the whole society. On the other hand, it is assumed that, in different 

environments, occupational groups, generations and regions, there is a specific mobility 

culture, which leads to different evaluations of mobility. These different mobility cultures can 

in turn influence the decision for different mobile and/or immobile ways of life. 

A systematic analysis of the interrelations between mobility culture and mobility in 

Germany is for the most part lacking. Within the context of research on traffic mobility, 

however, studies do attempt to come to an explicit understanding of ‘mobility culture’. They 

examine, for instance, attitudes towards using different means of transportation, 

environmental awareness, the socialisation process by parents and the influence of road safety 

training in schools and kindergartens (see Kohler, 2002; Mobiplan-Projektkonsortium, 2002; 

Schulz, 2003; Tully, 1999). 

Nevertheless, we can derive certain assumptions about mobility culture in Germany 

from numerous studies on mobility and mobility acceptance. A recent survey conducted in the 

job market section of the internet site meinestadt.de in spring 2006 reveals details about the 

willingness of job seekers to move or to commute. Approximately 10,000 job seekers were 

interviewed. Only about 28% of them were willing to move to get a new job. The willingness 

to commute is also low. Of those interviewed, 25% would commute up to 50 km and 10% 

farther than 70 km. (allesklar.com AG, 2006) 

The German Ageing Survey (Deutscher Alterssurvey) gives us an impression of the 

degree to which Germans feel bound to their hometowns. Of the 40 to 54 year-olds, 48% live 

in the same place as their parents and only 17% live more than two hours away from their 

parents (Kohli, Kühnemund, Motel, & Szydlik, 2000, p. 186). Furthermore, only every sixth 

person of this generation has made a long distance move at least once. The German Socio-

Economic Panel supplies similar data. According to their own information, 45% of the 20 to 
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59 year-olds have lived in the same place and/or in the same region as their parents since birth 

(Schneider, 2005, p. 118). A study by the research institute for regulatory policy 

(Forschungsinstitut für Ordnungspolitik) (FIO)) reflects the same attitude to stay within a 

familiar social and spatial environment. Mobility and job rotations within a region are 

acceptable; mobility beyond the borders of one’s own region is, however, rejected. These 

findings seem to be the result of and proof for a “mobility culture,” which is more in line with 

immovability than change. The familiar circle of friends and acquaintances, the well-known 

paths, club memberships, leisure-time facilities, etc. ought to remain the same. “In Germany, 

the sense of departure means to be able to come home again,” whereas in the USA, for 

example, leaving home is based on the idea of a new beginning and adventure (Schneider, 

Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b, p. 21). 

The unwillingness to accept mobility can also be detected in an evaluation of personal 

life style by the mobile persons themselves. Data suggest that job-related spatial mobility is 

not the norm and does not set the standard for everyday actions and personal conduct. Mobile 

persons themselves consider their way of life as deviation from the norm. This personal 

assessment applies in particular to residentially mobile workers and to shuttles (Schneider, 

Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a, p. 240ff.). The fact that mobility itself is actually not 

positively evaluated or honored as an individual achievement becomes clear from the 

reactions of the social environment of mobile persons. According to their personal experience, 

mobile persons meet with a lack of understanding, pity, or even reproaches about their way of 

life. These expressions are a reaction to the failure (or inability) of mobile individuals to 

fulfill their required roles as friends, and family or community members (see ibid, p. 246ff.). 

This rather negative connotation of mobility and the strong hometown roots could 

offer an explanation for the fact that, even in the case of unemployment, mobility is only 

understood to a limited extent as a necessary option. Thus, in a 1995 survey by the Allensbach 

institute for demographics (Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach), only 31% of those 

interviewed agreed to the following statement: “which changes are reasonable for 

unemployed persons in order to get a job? Reasonable changes are, [...] that the person 

changes his/her residence” (Meier, 1998, p. 21)34. Also in a recent interview of unemployed 

persons by the Institute for Employment Research of the Federal Employment Agency 

                                                 
 
34 In 1998, according to a survey by the Institute for German Economics (Institut der deutschen Wirtschaft (IW)), 
only 35% of employed persons were willing to work for a short period of time in a foreign country (Meier 1998, 
48). 
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(Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung der Bundesanstalt für Arbeit (IAB)), a change 

of residence in order to reenter the workforce was considered the worst of all alternatives. In 

all, 66% of East German workers and 61% of West German rejected the idea of change of 

residence (Brixy & Christensen, 2002). In contrast, more acceptable alternatives included: 

change of profession, flexible work schedules, employment in jobs below workers’ actual 

technical skill level and longer distances to work (ibid). 

Freisl conducted a more comprehensive study about the causes for certain mobility 

cultures. His primary consideration was the “analytic question, how societal, economic and 

social orders … affect the mobility behavior of workers” (Freisl, 1994, p. 8). He compared the 

USA to the European Union. As the results of this study are not exclusive to Germany, it is 

difficult to develop a differentiated model that allows for a comparison between Germany and 

other European countries, yet they do allow us to draw tentative conclusions about basic 

socio-political conditions that promote or restrain mobility. Basically different value systems 

and orientations have developed in Europe and the USA as a result of different historical 

developments. In the USA, the dominant basic human values of freedom and equality have 

promoted mobility. In Europe however, property ownership and education have been the 

dominant values. These values have led to emotional ties to one’s hometown and a 

hierarchical understanding of authority, which have hindered mobility (Freisl, 1994, p. 65f). 

At the same time, Freisl assumes that other values systems and norms restrict mobility as 

well, such as current post materialistic values, different education systems in the German 

states, language barriers as well as the non-transparent and incongruent structure of the job 

market. A highly regulated job market, for example dismissal protection, the well-established 

social safety net and the strong position of the European worker’s union, contribute to a lower 

acceptance of mobility in Europe. 

Who is how mobile? Since 1994, annual data on mobility frequency and the mobility 

behavior of the population has been collected in the German Mobility Panel (Deutsche 

Mobilitätspanel (MOP)). The survey includes, for example, information about when, why, 

and how people in Germany travel. Based on the data, Germans made on average 3.44 trips 

daily in 2004 - 1.93 of these trips were with privately owned motorised vehicles. On average, 

they traveled 38.1 km and spent 77.1 minutes on traveling. Long distance travel is rare and 

makes up only 1.3% of all trips in the MOP. Therefore, the mobility panel for long distance 

travel “IVERMO” (InterMOdale VERnetzung) under the direction of Dirk Zumkeller was 

added to the MOP, which, however, excludes long distance commuters. The data from 2001 
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to 2003 show that only 86% of the German population over 14 years are active in long 

distance travel (trips over 100 km one way except travel between home and work without 

overnight), 14% of the population never travel long distances in the course of a year (Chlond, 

Last, Manz, & Zumkeller, 2004). Of those surveyed, 50% are responsible for 90% of all long 

distance trips. An average German goes on 1.3 business trips, 1.5 holiday trips and 4.6 other 

private trips a year. In addition, Germans take 1.3 long distance commuting trips per capita 

per year. For the most part, 84% of all travel is within Germany and 74% of the trips are made 

by car. 

2. Who is mobile? General factors of influence on mobility acceptance and 
mobility 

Despite gaps in the current state of German research, a few fundamental statements 

about the factors that influence mobility behavior can be made. Both recent and older studies 

refer to those factors that either favour or hinder mobility. Among these factors are socio-

demographic characteristics, hometown solidarity, mobility culture as well as existing 

partnerships and family concepts, all of which affect the form and range of spatial mobility 

and/or the choice of a certain mobile living arrangement (see Limmer, 2005). Most studies, 

mentioned in the following, limit their scope to relocation and commuting. 

Gender: If we look at gender as an isolated dimension in a model of the effects on 

mobility and mobility acceptance, we can see that women are less frequently occupationally 

mobile than men (Limmer, 2004; Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel 2002a). They also show 

a lower mobility acceptance (see Allerklar.com AG, 2006). These results can be explained 

better by integrating intervening variables such as family condition and/or partnership and the 

presence and the age of children into the model. In particular for women, these factors restrain 

mobility (Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b). Jürges 

confirms these results as well. Based on his analysis that uses the data of the German Socio-

Economic Panel, there are no fundamental differences with respect to interregional mobility 

between single men and single women (Jürges, 2005, p. 27). Other studies even document a 

higher mobility of single women compared to men. The results of Jahr et al. point in a similar 

direction. While women are even more mobile than men, before and during their university 

studies, this situation reverses itself once women enter the workforce (Jahr, Schomburg, & 

Teichler, 2003, p. 60). The results of Hagemann- White et al, who examine the motives for 

long distance and regional moves in their study, refer to gender typical mobility patterns 

based on partnership and children. There are no numerical differences between the genders in 
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terms of moving frequency; however, men and women differ in their reasons for moving. 

Women move for private reasons, men primarily for career ones. A substantial part of family 

moving is motivated by the occupation of the man, for example women move because their 

husbands’ jobs require it (Hagemann-White, Hantsche, & Westerburg, 1996). On the contrary 

women can rarely count on their partners to move with them when confronted with job related 

demands for mobility (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a). Beck-Gernsheim 

problematised this relationship in the term “one and a half-person job.” The organisation of a 

career in its present form presupposes “tacitly” that the person working can fall back on a 

support system of other individuals. Today this support service is usually still furnished by 

women (1995, p. 167). In the future such support services will become increasingly important 

as the demand for mobility grows. Examples of these services are the organisation of moving 

or raising a family alone while a partner is absent for long periods of time, a situation that 

already exists in the case of long distance commuters and will continue to increase in the case 

of shuttles, job nomads, seasonal workers or vari-mobiles. Beck-Gernsheim, therefore, speaks 

of the “mobility resource woman” “in the male career program” and sees women as those, 

who comprise the majority of the “social infrastructure of modern times” (ibid). Preißner and 

Hunnecke (2002) confirm these special mobility requirements for women and see the 

combination of several activities in a chain of short trips as a typically female characteristic of 

day-to-day mobility. These trips result from a number of duties imposed on women, who are 

still mainly responsible for household and family. Especially the demands on women to 

accompany children or the elderly have increased. Women must coordinate these duties in 

time and space. In this context, Best and Lanzendorf have studied the gender specific nature 

of mobility with respect to the division of work and point out the difference between men and 

women concerning the use of a car (Best & Lanzendorf, 2005). 

Family status and partnership: In general, married couples and individuals in a long 

term partnerships in one household are less willing to move than divorcees and singles. The 

willingness to commute is likewise higher among single persons than other groups 

(Allerklar.com AG 2006). Actual mobility behavior also reflects this finding: persons, who 

live in a partnership in a common household, are usually substantially less willing to move 

than single persons (Kalter, 1997; Paulu, 2001). This effect is even stronger if both partners 

work. Dual earner couples are less mobile than single earner couples (Jürges, 2005)35. This 

                                                 
 
35 Jürges points out that, in dual-earner households, traditional and equalitarian gender ideologies influence the 
decision to move. Within traditional partnerships, neither the career of the wife nor her level of education 
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phenomenon is usually explained by the utility theory; the move must be advantageous for 

both partners, a situation that is made particularly difficult if both partners work (Kalter 1997; 

Jürges 2005; see also Collmer, 2005). Apart from monetary incentives for migration, social 

aspects, such as existing social networks and specific knowledge of the area, play a role in 

influencing the decision of both partners as they weigh the advantages and disadvantages of 

mobility (Kalter, 1997). According to Kalter, low mobility rates of couples can be explained 

relatively well based on these explanations as well as on additional variables such as children, 

age or residential property ownership. However, one aspect of this willingness to move still 

remains unclear. Kalter assumes that a partnership contains its own influential dynamics 

independent of these variables (1998, p. 286). He explains the influence of partnerships on 

decision making by pointing out that a decision to move is made on the basis of a negotiation 

process within the partnership. These negotiations are often difficult, cause expenses and also 

create a certain risk. In anticipation of the difficulties involved in this decision, the wish to 

move is not even discussed at all (ibid, p. 306). In an earlier model, Mincer (1978) assumes 

that separation is the final alternative, if partners cannot balance their needs and obligations. 

Newer studies show, however, that couples fall back on other mobility strategies as an 

alternative to moving, such as long distance commuting or living in a long distance 

relationship (Jürges 2005, p. 25; Collmer 2005). On the basis of the data of the Socio-

Economic Panel, evidence supports the thesis that commuting increasingly becomes a 

replacement for migration and moving (Kalter, 1994). 

Children: Children, and in particular the presence of smaller children, have a 

substantial influence on mobility acceptance and the selected form of mobility. According to 

the survey conducted in the job market section of the internet site meinestadt.de, 67.2% of 

people with children are not willing to move for job reasons. Persons, who live with children, 

are less mobile than those without children (Paulu, 2001; Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 

2002b). They are not completely immobile; however, if they move, they predominantly stay 

in regional proximity (Hagemann-White, Hantsche, & Westerburg, 1996). Wagner also comes 

to the conclusion that founding a family hinders mobility, but people move regionally in order 

to improve their living situation (1989). When children are present and families do not want 

to burden them by changing their customary surroundings, the answer to the demand for 

mobility is found in an alternative to moving, such as long distance or weekend commuting 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
influences the decision to move. In egalitarian partnerships, the educational level of both partners has a mutual 
influence on the decision to move. 
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(see also previous section). Heine and Mautz examined both automobility as an integral part 

of family life as well as the balancing act of women, confronted by a gender specific division 

of work, who are torn between family life and work (Heine & Mautz, 1999, 2000, 2001). 

Additionally, the ‘working group sustainable transport’ led by Martin Lanzendorf is 

conducting a research project entitled “Mobility Biographies: An explorative study on travel 

behaviour in the life course of parents with small children.” The results of this study should 

be available in the near future. 

Age: With respect to moving, age is a crucial characteristic according to Wagner 

(1989). Generally younger persons are more mobile than older ones36. The findings about age 

selective behaviour with respect to mobility can also be integrated into more general findings 

of family sociology. In the debate about the plurality of lifestyles, it is assumed that younger 

people live more frequently in non-conventional lifestyles, such as long distance relationships 

or living apart together. The portion of these lifestyles decreases in older generations. 

Approximately at the age of 30, individuals, who formerly lived non-conventional lifestyles, 

approach “normal biographies” (Schneider, 2002). Having established a professional career 

by that age, individuals establish a family and acquire property. This pattern seems to apply 

likewise to the observed mobility behavior of over 30 year-olds. A further explanation for age 

selectivity views decisions to pursue new career goals and the accompanying long distance 

move as an investment, which only pays off in the future (see Speare, 1971; cited in Kalter 

1998, p. 286). The shorter the period in which this investment is likely to pay off, the less 

likely the decision to migrate. Another aspect concerning the current development of the job 

market should further enhance the degree of mobility of younger people. In Germany, 

changing jobs during your working life has been rare compared to other countries till now. In 

the future, however, the increased number of temporary positions and increased problems of 

entering the workforce and of establishing a career will lead to increasing occupational 

mobility among young people (see Blossfeld et al., 2005; Rolfes, 1996). A study conducted 

by Emnid in 1999 also verifies this tendency. According to the statements of personnel 

managers and headhunters interviewed, people who are just starting out in their career will 

switch jobs six times on average and in some fields up to eight times37. 

Residential property: Residential property restricts mobility at least with regard to 

                                                 
 
36 A recent evaluation of the employment statistics in Germany shows that in particular the regional vocational 
mobility of the 25 to 34 year olds is high (Haas, 2002). 
37 This study was carried out at the request of Immobilien Scout 24. 
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long distance moves (see Wagner, 1989). However, the desire for better living standards 

causes regional moves (Jürges, 2005). Since residential property is usually only acquired later 

in life, we can conclude a close relationship exists between the age effect and residential 

property effect (see also Knoll et al., 2003). Property ownership, especially in Germany, is 

likely to be a substantial barrier to mobility. The costs of buying and selling residential 

property are particularly high in Germany compared to other countries. In addition, residential 

ownership has high social value, especially in a society whose mobility culture is based on the 

norms of property ownership and permanence. Residential property is not simply purchased, 

lived in and then later sold as needed, but rather the acquisition of residential property is seen 

in itself as a worthwhile final goal in life by many Germans. 

Education and occupational groups: The disposition for occupational mobility rises 

with the educational level and the job position (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b) 

see also Allesklar.com AG, 2006). A set of studies proves that especially highly-qualified 

workers are occupationally mobile (see Haas, 2000). In West Germany, 3% of the university 

graduates and only 1% of non-academics move within one year in connection with their jobs 

(Büchel, Frick, & Witte, 2002, p. 218)38. However, highly qualified German workers are 

considered rather immobile compared to their European colleagues (Jahr, Schomburg, & 

Teichler, 2002). With respect to specific occupational groups, we can assume that the choice 

of a certain occupation and the individual disposition for job mobility are interrelated to a 

considerable degree. Certain occupational groups are characterised by very specific (and 

usually probably expectable) demands on mobility. Persons, who choose such occupations, 

are aware of this situation and already have prerequisite skills to meet these demands. Thus, 

according to the graduation barometer of 2005 (Absolventenbarometer, 2005), the Foreign 

Office is still the top employer for law school graduates, because it offers both a professional 

career and an opportunity to experience living and working in foreign countries (trendence, 

2005). The research project “Mobility Pioneers” makes clear that free lance journalists 

appreciate the high degree of independence and responsibility that comes with their job. At 

the same time, they must have a high level competency to deal with the demands of mobility 

(Bonß, Kesselring, & Weiss, 2004; Kesselring, 2005). On the other hand, we have to assume 

that initial job expectations are often revised on account of experiencing actual mobility and 

                                                 
 
38 An analysis of the data of the socio-economic panel by Büchel et al shows that in the years 1996-1998 
academics (15.5%) were more willing to change their residence and move outside of Germany than non-
academics (9.8%). These statistics refer to West Germany. In East Germany, the relation is 15.1% to 6.9% 
(2002, p. 217). 
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stress. Thus 50.6 % (n = 1442) of surveyed career soldiers indicated in a study by the central 

institute for marriage and family in society (Zentralinstitut für Ehe und Familie in der 

Gesellschaft (ZFG)) in co-operation with Catholic military chaplains that they had not 

imagined the mobility demands of their job in such a way; 44.8 % of those interviewed would 

not become professional soldiers again (Collmer, 2005)39. Likewise we can assume that 

highly career-oriented persons understand the demands of mobility and willingly accept them 

at first as a prerequisite for career enhancement. However, personnel managers of a large 

German bank discovered in interviews that job applicants were frequently dishonest about the 

questions related to job mobility (Paulu, 2001). 

Ideals of Partnerships and Family: A mobility decision based on a consideration of 

partnership and family influences a person’s reaction to mobility requirements. People and 

partnerships that place personal autonomy in the foreground frequently select the mobility 

forms shuttle or long distance relationship. In these partnerships, in which both partners 

usually work, career disadvantages can so be avoided (Limmer, 2005). Because their own 

autonomy is important, these persons consider their mobility options less of a burden than 

those individuals who are family and/or partnership oriented (Schneider, Limmer, & 

Ruckdeschel, 2002a). For this second group, closeness and sharing of everyday life are very 

important. Therefore they react to mobility demands by moving or commuting long distances 

(Limmer, 2005). 

Mobility-Styles: In the last years, the concept of mobility styles has been applied in 

several research projects in Germany. Utilizing mobility styles, a relationship is drawn 

between lifestyles and day-to-day mobility (Götz, Jahn, & Schulz, 1998). This approach 

combines age and milieu specific variables for the classification of mobility behaviour. A 

research project directed by Joachim Scheiner on “city life” and “residential selection, urban 

space and transportation in the context of life style and life situations” has developed a 

classification to examine the complex interaction between life situation, life style, location 

demands, residential selection and mobility behaviour (day-to-day mobility). Life style 

characteristics include: leisure time behaviour, life goals, value systems and common 

aesthetic norms. By way of factor and cluster analysis, these characteristics were categorised 

into five different life styles (Scheiner, 2005a, 2005b, 2005c): adventurous (intensity, 

                                                 
 
39 Increased mobility demands on soldiers stem from the necessity for basic training and advanced schooling, for 
periodic transfers as part of a career path as well as for travel associated with temporary duty and deployments 
(Collmer 2005, p. 53). 
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traditional and self-realisation values); out-of-home sociability (highly developed social 

network, out-of-home leisure activities, self-realisation); distant (tendency to reject all the 

items); culturally interested (strong interest in culture, self-realisation, leisure time at home 

and activities outside the home, but few substantial contacts); and traditional (trivializing, 

little leisure time outside the home, few contacts, traditional values).The Institute for Socio-

Ecological Research (Institut für sozial-ökologische Forschung (ISOE)) has also studied the 

relationship between lifestyle and mobility for the past 10 years (see Götz & Schubert, 2004). 

In his speech at the conference “Where does Europe travel?” Götz gives a kind of resume of 

European lifestyles in seven large lifestyle groups based on current research results (see Götz 

& Konrad, 2005): traditional (traditional, conventional and lower middle class orientation); 

modern main stream (traditional milieu, attempts to combine grass root values with a certain 

degree of individuality); ambitious (success and career oriented groups, imitate models from 

various successful milieus); experimental (non-conforming, individualistic, egocentric, 

creative, often trendsetters); intellectuals (social critical groups with higher educational levels, 

post materialistic value structure, environmental and ecology awareness); underprivileged 

groups (disintegrated, welfare recipients, low-income single parents, social outcasts, 

uprooted); established (elitist self-awareness, urbane). 

Mobility culture and homeland solidarity: It can be assumed that a certain mobility 

culture promotes or restrains mobility acceptance and the fulfilment of mobility requirements. 

The mobility culture in Germany is characterised by strong local binding and permanence; 

mobile persons consider themselves to be outside the social norms and are perceived as such 

by others (see section 1.3). This culture should act mobility-restraining according to this 

assumption. Also a strong individual solidarity with the homeland region and a strong family 

orientation increase the probability that mobility requirements are rejected and/or that long 

distance commuting is accepted as the only possible mobile lifestyle (Limmer 2005; Kalter 

1994). If people succeed in meeting high mobility requirements and at the same time have 

strong local, social and family bindings, they have high mobility skills. They correspond to a 

mobile immobile type (Bonß, Kesselring, & Weiss, 2004 p. 268), who has strongly developed 

capabilities (motility) and strategies, which Kesselring describes as centred mobility 

management (2005, p. 132). 

Socialisation: Mobility also depends on socialisation experiences. People, who often 

moved in their childhood, are probably likewise more mobile in their later life (Hackl, 1992; 

Wagner, 1989). In the study by Schneider, Limmer, and Ruckdeschel, there is evidence that 
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past mobility experiences affect future mobility decisions. If a previous mobile life style had 

negative affects on a partnership, the willingness for further mobility is limited (Schneider, 

Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a). 

3. The effects of mobility on family functioning, family development, family 
problems and ways of coping 

In Germany few studies explicitly deal with the effects of occupationally caused 

spatial mobility on the division of labour within the family, family development and mobility-

induced stress. The research group led by Schneider (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 

2002a) has presented a study based on fully standardised quantitative data and qualitative 

interviews that allow us first insights into this topic. The work of a group of researchers, 

under the direction of Wendl (Biehl, Keller, & Tomforde, 2005; Collmer, 2002; Collmer, 

2005; Wendl, 2004, 2005a) that carried out a quantitative data survey of career soldiers 

supplemented by problem-centred interviews, offers hints as well. The qualitative interviews 

done in the project “Mobility Pioneers” in particular lead to preliminary conclusions 

regarding individual abilities to master a highly mobile way of life (Bonß, Kesselring, & 

Weiss, 2004; Kesselring, 2005; Pelizäus-Hoffmeister, 2001). In their studies, Rapp (2003) and 

Blickle (2005) supply important indications about ways to master burdens directly caused by 

the mobility of long distance commuters, as well. Since stress research has shown the central 

importance of individual-centred coping behaviour of stress levels within the family and 

partnership, relevant findings are also important within the context of this project (see among 

other Bodenmann, 1995). The findings of the previously mentioned studies are considered in 

the following section. 

3.1. Division of housework and professional work 

Apart from their role in reproduction, women are also still primarily responsible for 

housework in the Federal Republic of Germany. Despite a slowly developing change to an 

egalitarian division of labour, couples revert to traditional division of labour when they have 

children (Schulz & Blossfeld, 2006; for general research overview on the division of labour in 

partnerships, see Kassner & Rüling, 2005, pp. 237-242; for a current evaluation of the socio-

economic panel, see Jürges, 2005). With respect to job mobility, we can expect to see two 

different developments against this background of family and children. On the one hand, the 

mobility of men leads to a traditional division of labour in a partnership and on the other 

hand, the occupational mobility of women requires an egalitarian division of labour. The 

results of the quantitative and qualitative data collected by Schneider, Limmer, and 
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Ruckdeschel (2002a) confirm these theses. The qualitative analysis shows that more than two 

thirds (70%) of occupationally mobile men live in traditional family arrangements. The 

female partner assumes the main burden of reproduction and child rearing and puts her own 

professional career completely, or to a large extent, on hold. Fully employed mobile women 

are relieved far less from their household activities. None of the occupationally mobile 

women were released from family work contrary to the men surveyed. If a woman is 

occupationally mobile, the arrangements can be called egalitarian (83%) when both partners 

are fully employed and divide the domestic tasks. Some working women (17%) even report 

that their partner is fully employed, yet that they are solely responsible for family duties. A 

tendency towards traditional division of labour and traditional gender roles is also detectable 

within the context of occupational mobility although a process of change towards more 

equality is clearly taking place (see Limmer, 2004). 

Evidence of traditional gender roles can also be found in surveys of career soldiers 

who are frequently affected by transfers. Usually a transfer takes place every three years. 

Wives and children normally follow the soldiers to their new duty station. Occupational 

opportunities for women are of secondary consideration and largely limited to semi-skilled 

part-time work (Collmer, 2005, p. 60f.). With regard to younger couples in particular, 

however, a change seems to be taking place. Younger women are increasingly more qualified 

and have high incomes (ibid, p. 71). Faced with the decision to move, the majority of younger 

couples strives for an egalitarian or equitable solution (85.1% of the civilian partners 

indicated this preference.). Equally important, 82.6 % of the soldiers were opposed to their 

partners having to give up a professional career on account of a transfer. Remarkably soldiers 

also increasingly select alternatives to moving: long distance or weekend commuting or 

weekend relationships. About 59% did not move in one to three transfer situations, 26% still 

more often, only 15% failed to select alternatives to transfers and moved every time (Collmer, 

2005, p. 63). Female partners in particular seem to be responsible for such decisions40. In 

addition, the inclination towards these alternative solutions rises with age and time in service 

in the German Federal Armed Forces. 

                                                 
 
40 Female spouses give the following reasons for their refusal to move: foremost, a desire to maintain their 
current job, concern about of the negative impact of moving on children, unwillingness to move into an army 
Ghetto, unwillingness to move again and the financial burdens associated with a transfer. 
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3.2. Family development 

Today many people, especially women, are challenged by the need to ensure the 

compatibility of career, family life, and child rearing responsibility. More often than not, they 

are confronted with the alternative of pursuing a career or raising a family. It can be assumed 

that this conflict is further enforced by high mobility requirements. Mobile women will face 

difficulties when they have children, unless they are supported by a social network or by a 

very well developed childcare infrastructure (see Pelizäus-Hoffmeister, 2001, p. 141). 

This predicament is confirmed by the results of Schneider, Limmer, and Ruckdeschel 

(2002a). The transition to parenthood is strongly related to a mobile way of life on the one 

hand and to gender on the other. Mobile men establish families just as often as non-mobile 

men of the same age group. The situation of mobile women, with exception of women willing 

to move their residence, is different and diverges strongly from a comparative non-mobile 

group: childless long distance commuters, weekend commuters and shuttles are substantially 

older, with an average age of 36, than childless moving-mobile or non-mobile women. 

In the context of qualitative interviews, they were asked for the reasons for their 

childlessness. A majority (73%) give their job situation as a reason (100%: n = 60). Every 

third gives other reasons, such as a desire not to have child at the moment or biological 

reasons preventing pregnancy. However, the majority of those who are childless because of 

their job assume that they will still be able to realise their dream of having children some time 

in the future. This dream seems realistic for occupationally mobile men in light of their age 

structure, yet doubtful for occupationally mobile women, whether they are long distance 

commuters, weekend or shuttle commuters. This group of women who are faced with the 

biological clock sees no occupational alternatives and cannot imagine having children in their 

present situation. Thus, the either/or decision between career and family greatly influences the 

daily reality of occupationally mobile women. 

3.3. Family problems and ways of coping from the mobile persons’ point of view 

The following pages deal with mobility-induced problems on the level of the family 

and partnership as well as strategies that families and individuals develop to cope with these 

exigencies. It can be assumed that the individual mastering abilities of occupationally mobile 

persons moderate the extent of mobility-induced problems, which arise for the family and/or 

couple. 
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Problems: In the study by Schneider, Limmer, and Ruckdeschel (2002a) about half of 

the persons questioned indicated familial problems caused by a mobile way of life. The form 

and the extent of the problems vary depending on the concrete form of mobility. While 75% 

of the weekend commuters are confronted with problems in this context, only few moving 

mobile describe corresponding difficulties. The occupationally mobile most frequently see a 

problem in their inability to spend more time with their families. They notice a certain 

alienation from their own family. This problem affects weekend commuters in particular, who 

for example report that their parental authority over their children decreases due to absences 

during the week. Interviewees see an additional problem in the mobility of one parent which 

leads to direct stress for the children. Families that move their place of residence report that 

their children have problems adapting to new surroundings and weekend commuters describe 

that their children suffer because of separation. Indication for stress due to relocation also 

comes from a study by Paul J. Boyle et al. (2006). The study finds that a single long-distance 

relocation tends to stabilise partnerships, whereas a career of multiple moves increases the 

risk of dissolution. 

Approximately a third of all interviewees have problems in their relationships caused 

by a mobile way of life (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a). Here too, the type and 

extent of the problems vary depending on the concrete form of mobile lifestyles. Persons in 

long distance and shuttle relationships clearly report problems more frequently, than 

individuals who move or commute long distances to work. Similar to the problems affecting 

family life, occupationally mobile individuals see an analogous problem in their relationships 

with their partners. For the most part they have too little time to invest in their relationship 

and thus partners increasingly go their separate ways. Partners also complain about the lack of 

spontaneity in their relationship; their mobile life style allows them little time to share 

spontaneous adventures. Partner conflicts that are directly related to mobility are rarely 

mentioned. The qualitative data rather refer to spill-over effects, where the job stress of the 

mobile persons leads to conflicts and quarrels between the partners 

The survey of German soldiers further indicates a functional relationship between 

stress factors and a specific mobile way of life. Commuters and partners in weekend 

relationships often feel as a “guest in their own home.” To take advantage of their weekends 

at home with the family, they work more during the week. This situation leads to increased 

stress. At the same time, the weekend is often overloaded with leisure activities which cause 

additional leisure stress. The children in such relations orient themselves towards one partner. 
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This fixation can lead to alienation from the other parent or a glorification of the frequently 

absent parent (Wendl, 2005a, p. 123f.). Soldiers and their families are exposed to a very 

special form of occupational mobility. In addition to the times absent due to official travel or 

training, come longer spans of time on duty in foreign countries, which usually last six 

months. Since these duties are often performed under difficult and dangerous conditions, they 

are often connected with substantial stress for the families. Children, soldiers and partners 

suffer from the separation; spouses miss the closeness of family and sexual intimacy and 

develop a substantial fear of loss (Biehl, Keller, & Tomforde, 2005, p. 89ff.). In particular, 

younger couples predominantly fear that their relationship might fail (ibid. p. 98). 

Coping strategies: The results of Schneider, Limmer, and Ruckdeschel (2002a) 

indicate that occupationally mobile individuals primarily attempt to find relief from stress by 

developing strategies to adapt themselves and their family to their situation in life. Mastering 

strategies that aim at alleviating work related issues and their underlining conditions are rarely 

presented. In particular, it can be shown that a successful partnership significantly depends on 

the ability of partners to communicate, to negotiate and to reflect. Strategies must be 

developed that take into account the interests of all family members. Recurring mobile fathers 

in particular must become involved in raising children, accept their role as a parent and find 

time for their children despite long absences from home. For example, some fathers telephone 

with their children before going to sleep each evening. 

Studies by Rapp (2003) and Blickle (2005) refer to another kind of coping. They show 

that long distance commuters can reduce travel-related stress by employing certain strategies, 

for example finding meaningful ways to occupy time (see section 5). 

Modern forms of communication technology can become an important replacement 

for direct physical proximity to a partner. They allow partners to exchange everyday concerns 

and to become part of each others’ lives. The German Federal Armed Forces encourages 

soldiers to stay in contact with home to ensure the psychological well-being and performance 

level of the troops. In rank of importance, communication media include: the army postal 

service41, regular telephone service, mobile telephones, E-mail and the Internet (Biehl, Keller, 

                                                 
 
41 Letters from home are for different reasons important to soldiers: They are something special and personal. 
They can be read over and over again, “you can see the partner’s handwriting, and perhaps even smell the scent 
of her perfume.” Conflicts at home are closer and easier to deal with. Writing letters offers soldiers a chance to 
reflect upon their experiences and to share their thoughts with their spouses more easily (Biehl, Keller, & 
Tomforde, 2005, p. 101). 
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& Tomforde, 2005, p. 100). Based on survey results of soldiers, Wendl recently published a 

how-to-guide to long distance relationships (Wendl, 2005b). It provides a helpful overview 

for partners as well as tips and rules for managing a successful long distance relationship. 

The results of the project “Mobility Pioneers” provide a further hint regarding 

strategies for dealing with the demands of a mobile lifestyle. Ensuring long lasting 

compatibility of an occupationally mobile life and a family requires competencies in many 

areas. These include: dealing with public transportation and optimal use of infrastructures; the 

ability to make use of new media, such as the internet, - in fact, virtual mobility can be a 

substitute for various forms of spatial mobility (see Kesselring, 2005); organisational talents, 

for example proper scheduling would allow for job related travel to be used as an opportunity 

to maintain friendships (see also Pelizäus- Hoffmeister, 2001). 

Within the last years in Germany several studies which analyse stress within mobile 

living arrangements and coping strategies of mobile people were accomplished. Nevertheless 

there is a deficit of studies that systematically examine the data on mobility-induced problems 

to determine their effect on families and the ways in which families develop mastering 

strategies to cope with the demands of mobility. Available findings point out that in families 

of occupationally mobile individuals certain problem situations are intensified. For example, 

quality time with the family or a partner is limited in families of occupationally mobile 

individuals compared to families, in which the partners live together and work in the area. 

The types of problems and the extent of their severity are considerably affected by the 

concrete form of mobility (see section 5). Individual-centred mastering strategies can reduce 

the burden of travelling times. However, few studies address the issue of how families 

effectively deal with mobility-induced problems. 

3.4. Family problems and support systems from the perspective of businesses 

Section 1.2 already pointed out that business enterprises have an increased need for 

mobile workers. Sending workers to branches in foreign countries is extremely costly; 

therefore, businesses are interested in avoiding problems and job terminations (for an 

overview of the state of research concerning costs and termination of foreign assignments see 

Lindner, 1999). For this reason, companies with expertise in managing foreign assignments 

and in advising companies, invest in studies that examine the factors conducive to successful 

foreign assignments. The results of two of these studies are briefly presented here. The first 

study, conducted by Management Mobility Consulting, surveyed 44 large companies from 
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different branches of the economy, which assigned workers from Germany abroad (Meinhold, 

2002). This Consulting firm is a so-called “relocation agency” that helps employees abroad 

file official paperwork and deal with everyday problems. The second study, conducted by the 

management consultants PricewaterhouseCoopers, compares the opinion of employees and 

employers concerning foreign assignments (2005). 

Problems that arise in foreign countries include: intercultural difficulties, language 

problems, integration into the new company, skill deficits, search for accommodations, 

locating a new school for the children and above all family problems. Foreign assignments 

often end in failure because accompanying partners have problems integrating themselves 

into the new environment. Due to these problems, a new trend is visible, “Euro Commuting.” 

The employee becomes a weekend commuter and the family remains at home (Meinhold, 

2002, p. 16). The surveyed firms offer their workers numerous monetary incentives to take a 

job in a foreign country: for example moving expenses or rent is reimbursed42. The results of 

the PricewaterhouseCoopers study indicate that companies overrate the financial incentives of 

foreign assignments. Employees worry less about financial compensation for the 

accompanying partner’s loss of income and desire more practical support with the integration 

of children and partners into the new environment (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2005, p. 7). For 

businesses themselves, the return of their workers from foreign countries is a crucial phase; in 

many cases, workers can not be sufficiently reintegrated into the company. Yet, 

competencies, which employees have acquired in an expensive process for the company, 

make it easier for them to switch companies. Thus companies lose both workers and these 

competencies. PricewaterhouseCoopers believes, therefore, that managing this “career 

wobble” is essential (2005, p. 4). Employees assume foreign assignments with the clear goal 

of improving their career situation; companies often fail to present the whole range of career 

options to their employees. Although the actual career options are less favourable than 

employees had anticipated, 58% of employees remained in the same or similar job situation 

after an international transfer and 9 % were even demoted (ibid p. 18). 

This situation is also an indication of the changing status of occupationally mobility in 

itself. Occupationally successful persons are usually mobile; however, highly mobile persons 

are no longer automatically successful in their jobs (see Collmer, 2005). Human resource 

managers at the Deutsche Bank AG point out that an occupationally mobile employee, within 
                                                 
 
42 Additional support includes: assistance locating accommodations, language courses, Look & See (a trip to the 
country to become familiar with it), intercultural training, cost of living allowance, and assignment bonuses. 
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the firm, can not expect career advancement through mobility (Paulu, 2001). 

4. Social integration and social networks 

There are only few empirical studies in Germany that examine the connection between 

occupation-induced spatial mobility and social integration and/or inclusion within a social 

network system. Two different hypotheses relate mobility and social networks. First of all, it 

is to be assumed that through occupational spatial mobility the social networks of mobile 

persons increase. This relationship could be explained by an increased number of contacts 

with unknown persons. Secondly it can be inferred that the formation, maintenance and 

upkeep of social networks is made more difficult by spatial mobility. The social networks 

become smaller, the intensity of contacts decreases and personal relationships develop a 

different intensity. 

Both hypotheses do not seem to apply, however, on the basis of the few empirical 

indicators per se, but rather a bundle of different influencing factors seems to take effect here: 

the form of mobility, the job itself, the extent of perceived external control and/or autonomy 

and the personal ability to maintain the network. 

With respect to their numerous relocations soldiers complain that their mobility causes 

“victims of mobility” (Collmer, 2005, p. 67; Collmer, 2002, p. 105). Their circle of friends 

cannot be maintained after relocation. Comrades at their new assignments offer fleeting 

contacts; more intensive friendships usually do not develop. Contacts outside the job are often 

only possible through spouses. If alternatives to moving are selected, as for instance weekend 

commuting, there is likewise little time for new acquaintances outside the close circle of 

family. The feeling of sacrifice and of the need to begin “at point zero” at each new duty 

station is intensified by the impression of being externally driven by others (Collmer, 2005, p. 

67). Of those surveyed, 86.5% believe that the transfer practice hinders an independent 

lifestyle. In the eyes of over half of those interviewed transfers take place too often and often 

seem arbitrary and obscure (ibid, p. 68). 

Persons presented as exemplary cases in the project “Mobility Pioneers” experience 

their professional and private situation quite differently. Here we are dealing with freelance 

journalists who, at least subjectively, selected their way of life and independency through 

self-employment. Highly mobile in many different ways, these people are able to maintain an 

extensive social network due to their job-related contacts with other people who share similar 



S. Ruppenthal, R. Limmer, W. Bonß Chapter 5 Literature on Job Mobility in Germany 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 110 

professional interests. Moreover, by using certain strategies, some journalists maintain 

relationships with relatives, contacts in the community and with their friends (see Kesselring, 

2005). It is likely in this situation that the personal competencies that are a prerequisite for a 

career in journalism also include the ability to form social networks. The persons surveyed 

have social skills, which they successfully utilise in their private lives. The first thesis applies 

to these people. Their social networks become larger due to their mobility. 

The thesis about the erosion of social networks seems to apply, however, to the career 

soldiers as well as to those occupationally mobile persons surveyed by Schneider, Limmer, 

and Ruckdeschel (2002a). Job mobility reduces social integration for a majority of these 

people. In particular, recurring mobility makes contacts outside of the professional 

environment exceedingly unlikely. Such contacts are delegated to the immobile partner. Also 

community engagement, for example voluntary activities, is noticeably affected by the 

demands of mobility. There is simply no time for these activities. Exceptions here are long 

distance relationships; within this mobile living arrangement it is generally possible to 

maintain a close circle of friend. 

5. Quality of Life 

Psychological and physical health and well-being: German studies that examine the 

health of mobile workers refer exclusively to the group of recurring mobile daily commuters. 

In the 1970s, studies in the fields of occupational medicine and sociology described the 

health-endangering effects of commuting: on the whole commuters showed an increased 

frequency of illnesses and consequently an increased number of sick days (Jüttner, 1976; Ott 

& Gerlinger, 1992). If commuters were unable to compensate for sleep deprivation, the risks 

of accidents rose (Jüttner, 1976). These findings coincide with international results (see 

Haefner, Kordy, & Kaechele, 2001; Koslowsky, 1997; Novaco, Stokols, & Milanesi, 1990). 

Stadler, Fastenmeier, Gstalter & Lau (2000) show in their study that commuters - even before 

setting off to work - feel more psychologically stressed than non-commuters. A broad survey 

of employees who take the train to work43 shows that, compared to the total working 

population, long distance commuters experience clearly higher psychological stress and 

significantly more frequent psychosomatic illnesses (Rapp, 2003). These health impairments 

can be attributed both to the strains of the travel itself as well as to the fact that commuters 

have less time for active and passive relaxation. As assumed by Rapp (2003), the negative 

                                                 
 
43 In this study, the travel time of a one way trip to work is on average 88 minutes. 
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health effects of this mobile life style might only become visible over the course of several 

years. 

In contrast to the time spent on daily commuting, the distance actually travelled has 

little impact on health risks (Blickle, 2005; Rapp, 2003). A current study of commuters who 

predominantly drive to work with their own car or participate in car pools essentially confirms 

Rapp’s findings (Blickle, 2005). In addition, this study reveals that passengers in car pools 

have a higher incidence of health-related problems than those who drive with their own car. 

The studies of Blickle and Rapp, were one of the first large scale studies, which provides 

evidence for the importance of individual stress management strategies for the health of 

commuters. If commuting time by train can be spent on activities, such as reading, working or 

sleeping, the commuters clearly report fewer negative health effects (Rapp, 2003). 

Commuters, who drive to work in their own car and experience negative traffic conditions, 

such as back-ups, as especially stressful, are clearly more affected in their well-being than 

commuters, who are able to use compensatory strategies in similar situations (Blickle, 2005). 

Besides the data on the well-being of long distance commuters, there is also evidence 

about the well-being of the wives of long distance and weekend commuters (Rodler & 

Kirchler, 2001). Qualitative diary studies indicate that compared to wives, whose partners are 

employed locally, the feeling of well-being of wives of long distance commuters is clearly 

worse. 

Experiencing Stress: One of the first german studies that describes the situation of 

long distance commuters in more detail shows that two thirds of these workers experience 

daily travel times as a strong or unreasonable burden (Ott & Gerlinger, 1992). The broadest 

survey about mobility-induced stress in Germany was submitted by Schneider, Limmer and 

Ruckdeschel (2002a). It reveals that mobile workers experience far more stress than 

employees, whose jobs are in direct proximity to their residence. But the stress experienced 

by mobile workers significantly depends on the actual form of mobility. Employees, whose 

daily one way commuting time to work is at least one hour, feel the most strongly stressed. 

Weekend commuters and persons, whose professional activities require stays of several days 

in different places (vari-mobile) are likewise clearly more stressed. People in long distance 

relationships report a slightly higher stress factor, whereas people who moved because of their 

job are no different from employees who are neither punctually nor recurring mobile with 

respect to their stress factor. The study proves furthermore that not only the mobile workers 
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themselves are more stressed but also their partners. 

Life satisfaction of mobile workers: Based on the surveys of the German Socio-

Economic Panel, Stutzer and Frey (2004) examine the effects of daily commuting44 on 

subjectively perceived life satisfaction45. The analysis points out a close relationship between 

commuting time and life satisfaction. The measurement of life satisfaction of people, whose 

daily trip to work is 10 minutes or less, has a statistical mean of 7.24. This value corresponds 

to the life satisfaction mean of the total German population in 2003 as determined in the 

context of the European Survey of Quality of Life (see Böhnke, 2005). The life satisfaction of 

commuters, who have a daily journey of 30 minutes and more, has a statistical mean of 7.0 

and is clearly lower. In addition, it has been proven that reduced life satisfaction, which is 

dependant on daily commuting time, is not only experienced by both male and female 

commuters themselves, but also by their partners (Stutzer & Frey 2004, p. 14). 

The studies discussed above, which examine the quality of life of mobile workers in 

Germany, focus primarily on descriptive analysis of the quality of life of long distance 

commuters. Only few studies consider the broader spectrum of occupational mobility. All 

studies agree that daily commuting is a way of life, which substantially reduces the quality of 

life of those concerned as well as their partners. Additionally a broader comparative study of 

mobile and non-mobile ways of life points out that various concrete forms of job mobility 

have differing effects on the quality of life. Moreover the effects of mobility vary depending 

on individual ability to cope with stress. 

 

                                                 
 
44 Interviewees were asked how much time they spent commuting one way to work, in other words from door to 
door. 
45 Subjective life satisfaction, which is included in the German Socio-Economic Panel (SEOP) survey, 
corresponds to the question concerning personal assessment of life satisfaction in the European Quality of Life 
Survey. “All things considered, how satisfied would you say you are with your life these days? Please tell me on 
scale of 1 to 10, where 1 means very dissatisfied and 10 means very satisfied.” 
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Anna Rosińska-Kordasiewicz and Sylwia Urbańska 

V I .  L i t e r a t u r e  o n  J o b  M o b i l i t y  i n  P o l a n d  

1. Premise 

1.1. Introduction 

Before summarising the literature on mobility in Poland, it is crucial to list four key 

insights necessary to understand the overall situation in the country. 

The historical and cultural background 

Poland has a long tradition of the international migration, and very strong migration 

networks, some of them coming from XIX century. There are regions in Poland where the 

majority of inhabitants have more family members abroad than in other regions of Poland 

(e.g. the small town Nowy Targ has strong family ties with United States of America); in 

Silesia more than 0.5 million people have both Polish and German citizenship. In result, in 

many cases, the mobility infrastructure is more available and more efficient for moving 

abroad than to move inside Poland. Migration was not only accepted, but highly valued life 

strategy during the period of “iron curtain” (1945 – 1989), especially bearing in mind the 

black market exchange rate: the average salary in Poland calculated against US dollar was 

app. 20 “black market” USD. It goes without saying that internal job mobility could not 

provide such level of economic remittances. And still cannot, especially for people with low 

skills. 

Mobility and economic transformation in Poland 

Before the 2nd World War, Poland was underdeveloped country, with more than 60% 

of people employed in agriculture (small and very poor family farms), and weak industrial 

potential. After the war, under the new socialist government Poland underwent so called 

“forced industrialisation”: masses of people from the villages were encouraged to move to the 

newly built (or rebuilt) industrial plants. That massive movement continued till seventies, 

when the demand for “blue collars” and unskilled manual labour went down. Thus, in that 

period Poland experienced mass job mobility in various forms: (1) moving from the rural to 

urban areas, linked with acquiring “blue collar” status; (2) commuting to jobs in the nearby 

town (industrial plant) while still keeping small family farm. 
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Poland entered 1989 as the industrial society, with 33% of economically active 

employed in industrial sector of the economy, 38% - in service sector, and still 29% employed 

(mainly self-employed on the small family farms) in agriculture. With introducing market 

economy, the country undergoes de-industrialisation, and the modern labour market segment 

develops. As those who lose jobs in the industry (unskilled and skilled blue collars) and 

agriculture (closing down the state owned collective farms, “kolchoz” type, collapse of many 

of the small family farms confronted with market competition) have very low levels of 

education, the unemployment got very high in Poland. For those people, internal mobility is 

not an option: the demand is for the “modern,” high skilled occupations. In result, the job 

mobility in Poland is very low. Its main “attractor” is the modern segment of the labour 

market, and it appears mainly as the part of the strategy of young people from “provincial” 

regions: they come to big cities (University centres) to study, and then try to find a job and 

stay. However, the supply of “young educated” is higher than the number of attractive jobs: 

for many of the young people, international migration is a much better option, both 

economically (salaries) and as an investment for the future (good language skills and 

experience abroad is a huge competitive advantage on the Polish labour market). 

All in all, Poland is far from the (post) modern type of mobility, staying still in the 

more traditional mode of economically driven mobility oriented toward “survival,” and not 

toward career or self-development. There are not enough economic incentives to become 

mobile internally: the levels of salaries and wages do not differ that much, and the well paid 

segment of the labour market is only opened for the best educated, young people. To the 

contrary: one may even say there are disincentives to become mobile in Poland. The prices of 

flats (and for renting the flat) are extremely high; the majority of Poles do not own their flats 

(in terms of having legal ownership) so they cannot sell them in order to buy another one 

somewhere else. The transportation system, especially intraregional, has collapsed making 

commuting difficult. The legal regulations on the Polish labour market do not stimulate job 

mobility either: employers do not subsidise renting flat (or subsidise for few months only), do 

not offer help for finding a job for the spouse or for settling down. All these makes internal 

mobility quite exclusive behaviour in Poland. 

The “pay offs” of international versus internal job mobility 

Poland is among the poorest countries of the European Union, as measured by GDP at 

Purchasing Power Parity. The salaries and wages are significantly lower than in the “old” EU 
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15. The differences in the potential of the economies still encourage international migration, 

though for two different reasons. For low skilled people, who have major difficulties in 

finding the permanent job in Poland, seasonal work abroad or other forms of migration (e.g. 

incomplete, or circular) is the winning option: few months abroad can give more money than 

the yearly wage in the low paid job in Poland. These are very often “illegal” workers abroad. 

On the other side of the labour market, for high skilled and young people (medical doctors, 

information sciences specialist and students) the ratio of local salaries against those offered 

abroad does not leave much space for doubts. 

This makes Poland the country with job mobility being predominantly cross border 

mobility, and not internal one, as the pay off of the former one is much bigger, and – on top of 

that, the networks and infrastructure of migration is well developed; may be even better than 

the infrastructure for the internal mobility. 

The phenomenon of the Polish family 

Poland has just entered the 2nd demographic transition, with typical changes in the 

demographic behaviour: delaying marriages, which contributes to the decline of the marriage 

rate, lower birth rate and improvement in the life expectancy at birth. Yet, compared to the 

developed European countries, Poland is still family-centred: the marriage rate is still high, 

the divorce rate, though on increase, is still relatively low, the “singles” and modern family 

life patterns (e.g. Living Apart Together) are marginal. Due to the very low efficiency of the 

family – oriented service sector and inefficiencies of the state institutions, Polish family has to 

cope on its own, relying rather on the informal (family) networks than on institutions. This 

makes Polish family quite strong: it still has to serve a “social unit” to support individuals, 

rather than the emotional space for individuals to grow. Family – marrying, having a long 

term close relationship, having children, living quiet life among the closest ones composes the 

most valued set of values for the Polish society, including young people (e.g. European Value 

Systems Survey). 

Paradoxically, this works in favour of the international job mobility. First, because of 

the economic reasons (higher pay off), second – because of the well developed norms and 

culture of migration (it is easier to accept father working in Germany than in another region of 

Poland), third – because of some cost being lower (including the status deprivation: low status 

job abroad is not that “visible” as the low status job undertaken in Poland). Moreover, 

migration is predominantly the family matter: both in terms of the motivation to migrate (to 
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support family via remittances), and in terms of the family networks utilised. 

To summarise: the specificity of the Polish history, the shape of the internal labour 

market, together with the difference in the economic potential of Poland against other EU 

member states makes Polish job mobility biased toward international migration of various 

types. This explains also why the migration problems prevail in researches and theory. The 

very fact that migration is undertaken mainly by people with family status (married, often 

with children) explains, in turn, why the impact of migratory job mobility is analysed in the 

frame of the “family disruption.” 

Internal job mobility was the major topic of sociological examination in the sixties, in 

the specific period of “forced industrialisation.” It is worth mentioning, in this context, that in 

the main economic survey in Poland (continuous monitoring of the labour market BAEL, i.e. 

the Survey of the Economic Activity of People) there is no question included concerning the 

time needed to get to the job (or any other indicator of job mobility). Similarly, research on 

family life in Poland focuses on the changes of its structure and values and strategies of 

coping. Apart of the specific occupational groups (e.g. sailors), and outside of the migration 

context, the question of the impact of mobile living on the quality of family life is not even 

asked. NB, this shows the importance of “JobMob” project for Poland. 

1.2. Phenomenology of mobility types in Poland in regard to the project typology. 

Let us comment now on the mobility types that are present in Poland against the 

project typology of 11 forms of mobility (proposal p. 8). The recent situation in Poland is 

marked be the predominance of international migration, with only small contribution of the 

internal mobility types like commuting, shuttling and moving. A tentative explanation will be 

given when discussing infrastructure and social capital issues, as well as culture of migration. 

Another important characteristic of Polish migrations is their local specificity: there is 

different intensity of cross border mobility, different cultures, strategies and destinations of 

migration in various regions: e.g. Silesia is “sending” migrants predominantly to Germany, 

while Podlasie has strong links to Belgium and United States. 
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 TYPES OF MOBILE 
LIVING (JobMob) 

TYPES OF MOBILE LIVING IN 
POLAND 

AVAILABLE 
LITERATURE 

1 Daily commuters marginal, involves either suburban 
areas (a) or borderland (b) 

scarce 

2 Shuttles Marginal none 

3 Long distance relationship Rare (4%?) none 

4 Varimobile pertains to specific vocational 
groups (c) 

some 

5 Seasonal workers Considerable yes 

6 Movers Marginal none 

7 Migrants Big Yes 

8 Foreign delegates pertains to corporate delegates and 
scientific migration 

scarce 

9 Job nomads Rare none 

10 Multi-mobiles Rare none 

11 Multi-mobilities Rare none 

 -- temporary, circular, “incomplete” 
migration (d) 

Yes 

 

Due to the differences between Poland and the countries in Western Europe, it is key 

to describe the mobility types as they appear in Poland, including the ones that are specific for 

our country (namely, a through d). Without these explanations, one may be easily mislead by 

the names: e.g. vari-mobile appears in Poland, but for very special occupations only; so it is 

driven by the necessities of the job and not by the individual choice. Sailor is “vari-mobile” 

just because he is a sailor, and not because he and his wife (partner) made a specific choice as 

to their family arrangement. 

Daily commuters. The (a) type is exactly the very type of commuting defined in the 

project typology, but the phenomenon itself is very recent and restricted to suburban areas of 

big Polish cities, thus not massive (Nowak, Sikora 2004). 

The (b) type, although may seem similar to regular commuting, is a “grey zone” 

economic activity – thus not regular or legal job. This type of “daily commuting” is a 

particular form of “trade” - commercial cross-border activity. It consists of the series of cross-

border transactions. Taking advantage of the price differential on the two sides of the border 
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so called mrówki (lit. “ants”) circulate daily between two sides of the border buying and 

selling goods in small quantities to avoid paying customs (Matejko 2006). By definition this 

type of mobility is locally specific (limited to borderland). 

The rural – urban commuting is no longer present as it used to be before 1989 

(Okólski 2001). As explained in the Introduction, there are no jobs for the rural (the group 

with the lowest skills and the lowest levels of education) people in the urban areas: the 

industry shrinks, and the growing service sector demands much higher qualifications. 

Vari-mobile. The (c) type is present and studied in the form of impact of sailor job on 

his family (Janiszewski 1986, Janiszewski 1991, Kaczmarczyk-Sowa 1996). Other varimobile 

job categories present in Poland ( e.g. stewards/esses, drivers) remain unexplored. 

The (d) type. The most important and characteristic type of Polish mobility seems to 

be the (d) type, so-called “incomplete migration” (Jaźwińska, Okólski 2001). It is quite 

common and seems to be a dominant trait of Polish migrations (Jaźwińska 2001). “Incomplete 

migration” is a temporary or circular mobility that involves irregularity of stay or work in the 

host country while maintaining close and steady contacts with migrant's household, without 

the intention to settle down in the host country. “Seasonal work” can be seen as a type of 

“incomplete migration.” It tends to be a long term strategy (lasting for couple of years), and is 

mainly undertaken as a survival not advancement strategy. Migrants, recruited from 

peripheries, work in secondary labour market in receiving societies (dual labour market 

theory: Piore 1979, Massey 1999). It results in social exclusion of the migrant in receiving as 

well as sending country (Osipowicz 2001). 

1.3. Theories 

In Polish mobility studies the following theoretic approaches are used: neoclassical 

economics, new economics of labour migration (Oded Stark), dual labour market theory 

(Michel Piore), social capital and social networks theory (Bourdieu, Coleman, Massey). 

1.4. Methods 

In Polish mobility studies the classical survey research are applied, as well as mixed 

methods strategies, mainly ethnosurvey (Massey 1987, Jaźwińska & Okólski 2001, Jończy 

2003). Qualitative studies on selected cases (local communities, communities of migrants) are 

also used quite often. 
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2. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) 

2.1. Demands of high mobility of modern life 

It should be stressed Poland is still modernizing rather than modern country. With 

very high unemployment, there are not many local labour markets that would “pull” people 

from other regions. The shortages of the work supply appear more as the result of the 

migration than as an outcome of the modern life demands: e.g. there are problems with 

seasonal workers in the tourist segment, as Poles prefer to work in UK or Ireland than in 

Polish hotels/restaurants. The demand for really modern jobs – in banking, modern services, 

is still quite low, and can be easily fulfilled by local people. The “high mobility issue” (call 

for more flexibility, life long learning etc.) is overshadowed by the extremely difficult 

situation on Polish labour market; lack of jobs combined with poor transport infrastructure 

fosters internal mobility, while encouraging certain types of international mobility. As 

estimated recently (Rzeczpospolita, June 16th 2006), over 2’000’000 Poles has left Poland 

already to work abroad – mainly in Germany, UK, Ireland, Spain and Italy. 

2.2. Mobility potential or motility: the access to transport infrastructure 

In Poland the transport infrastructure is more an overall barrier against mobility than a 

facilitating factor. Infrastructure shortcomings form an important obstacle to internal mobility 

(commuting, shuttling, LDR). At the same time, international transport is being developed 

(e.g. economic airlines and direct private coach transport between sending and destination 

areas), which facilitates and encourages the trends toward cross-border mobility. 

As far as the road infrastructure is concerned, there are three main barriers against 

mobility: lack of highways system (only short sections have been built), lack of bypasses/ring 

roads around big cities, and poor condition of the existing roads. The railroad infrastructure 

has also a lot of serious problems: it lacks high speed connections between the capital city and 

other cities, the regional and local (intraregional) connections have collapsed (thus “cutting 

off” a lot of small towns and villages from the centre of their respective regions), the technical 

infrastructure is in poor condition: e.g. the system of tracks is so old and underinvested that 

trains cannot develop higher speed (MTiB 2003). A focused study by Kochańska 2002 

showed the crucial role of transport infrastructure in coping with the new reality of the 

transforming economy. The workers of ex-“PGR” (nationalised collective agriculture units, 

developed during socialism) - who are generally believed major “losers” of transformation, 

are “economically imprisoned”: after they have lost their jobs in PGR, they can neither 



A. Rosińska-Kordasiewicz, S. Urbańska Chapter 6 Literature on Job Mobility in Poland 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 120 

commute to the nearby towns to find a job there (lack of transportation), nor sell their flats 

and move (they do not own their flats). 

The situation inside the cities is not much better: with the rapid growth of the number 

of inhabitants and even more rapid growth of the number of cars, travelling the same distance 

takes more and more time (traffic jam). The condition of the public transportation has not 

improved enough to compensate. Thus commuting is growing more problematic. However, in 

the biggest cities there is a recent tendency to move into suburbs and commute daily to work 

(Nowak, Sikora 2004). 

Kryńska (2001) lists other barriers against mobility in Poland. Apart from 

infrastructure condition and general tendency toward immobility, the crucial factors to be 

taken into account while analysing mobility potential in Poland are housing situation 

(shortage of flats, prices and lack of legal private ownership) and dysfunctional labour 

information system (the last factor analysed also in Szewczyk 2004). 

2.3. Mobility potential or motility: the competences 

The major forms of mobility in Poland, incomplete migration and seasonal work, are 

connected with unskilled labour demand in the host societies. Therefore these are not skills 

that form the major mobility competence. As far as psychological traits are concerned their 

meaning is suggested to be marginal (as in the case of risk inclination, Hirszfeld, 

Kaczmarczyk 1999). The factor that remains important is individual’s social capital. Górny 

and Stola (2001) noticed, however, that it is crucial only in the case of the first trip abroad: 

after the first step has been made successfully, an individual migrant acquires experience and 

knowledge of how to cope on his/her own, so the next migrations are undertaken relying on 

social networks. 

As far as seasonal work is concerned a study of migrant woman by Matejko (2004) 

showed that the migration triggered an entrepreneurial spirit in them and a sense of personal 

autonomy. 

Knowing the language of host society is a basic skill that one would expect from 

immigrants. Yet, as a study by Koryś (2001) showed, most of the migrants from outside 

Warsaw and around half of those from Warsaw didn’t have any competence of the language 

before arriving. This lack in cultural capital was made up for by relying on social networks, 

but the latter at times turns out to be unreliable (Grzymała-Kazłowska 2001). Her study 
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showed how, with the maturing of Polish migration in Brussels, growing saturation of labour 

market and the rivalry among compatriots, personal traits like linguistic competence but also 

interpersonal skills become more and more important in successful career on the labour 

market, while at the same time enabling one to build independence from social networks (that 

are no longer functional). 

2.4. Mobility potential or motility: the appropriation, the culture of mobility 

Poland has a long history of being a migrant, sending country. Starting from 19th 

centaury (e.g. Praszałowicz 2005, Hirszfeld, Kaczmarczyk 2000) migration was a widespread 

strategy undertaken throughout centuries for economic as well as political reasons. 

Emigration forms an important part of Polish collective memory. The mobility culture in 

Poland is a migration culture. 

Many researches conclude that the overall acceptance of migration as coping strategy, 

as a normal part of life is very high in Poland ( Kaczmarczyk, Hirszfeld 1999, Kaczmarczyk 

2001, Solga 2002, Romaniszyn 2002). The “inclination, readiness to migrate” remains high 

among people who have never migrated yet (Slany 1997). The declared intention to migrate 

among Polish students is as high as 66% of surveyed sample - though more detailed analysis 

using couple of control questions estimated the real mobility potential on the level of 15% 

(Sygnowski 2004). However, even if the “real” migration intention is lower than the declared 

one, the study shows how accepted and high on the agenda of the life choices is migration in 

Poland. The interesting fact is that the children of migrants – i.e. the children of parents who 

use to migrate or migrated, are being socialised to migration. They claim they would 

undertake migration as soon as they leave school (Hirszfeld Kaczmarczyk 2000, Łopacka-

Dyjak 2006). 

The migration in Poland is usually the group (local community, family) activity: 

migrants rely on established networks, learn specific competence and go for specific 

destinations. Thus, migration in Poland is nested in local communities and in result shapes 

specific, local migration patterns. The existing social networks affect both the type of 

migration and the destination areas (Jończy 2003, Solga 2002, Jaźwińska & Okólski 2001). 

Kupiszewski, Okólski 2004 claim that there is a direct link between the internal 

migration of the previous period (dual employment: commuting to the job in the city while 

still keeping small farm) and contemporary international migration, also being circular. There 
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is a shared general acceptance of migration though also a shared opinion about its drawbacks, 

which are mainly located in the realm of the family life (Solga 2002, Giza-Poleszczuk). 

3. Family functioning, family structure, family development 

In the recent major family studies (“sociology of the family”) the issue of the relation 

between job mobility and the quality of the family life is not raised or studied (e.g. Tyszka 

2004, Slany 2002). The main reason is the very low – although increasing, level of the 

(internal) job mobility. The impact of the modern labour market demand (flexibility, mobility) 

is only considered in the frame of the 2nd demographic transition: the job and career demands 

affect family formation patterns of the young people (delaying marriages, staying single etc. – 

Slany 2002). 

Thus the only information about the impact of job mobility on the family life is 

available in migration studies. The family under the migration condition, when one of the 

parents is temporary absent, is seen as a temporary incomplete family and the fact of family 

“separation” is stressed. 

In Polish migration literature the “family as a group/social unit” (versus “family as a 

set of individuals”) perspective is dominant. This approach has a long tradition in social 

sciences in Poland, started with the classical Thomas and Znaniecki studies, continued e.g. by 

Chałasiński (1936); Duda-Dziewierz (1938). The first comprehensive studies (famous “Polish 

Peasant” by Thomas and Znaniecki) that examined the impact of migration onto the family 

life found migration the disintegrative factor, leading to the decomposition of the family. The 

tendency to look at the migration from the point of view of the family as the social unit is still 

prevailing, and, in result, the consequences of migration are examined from the perspective of 

the family functioning, and not from the point of view of individual stress or the quality of 

(individual) life. The Polish theoretical tradition is one of the sources of that approach. 

Another one is the reality of Polish life, with the strong role of the family network 

compensating for the inefficiencies of the market and state institutions. Yet another impulse to 

look at the family as the social unit rather than the set of individuals is the high position of 

“family” in value system of Poles (e.g. CBOS 2005). People in Poland do make “sacrifices” 

for their families, and take family interests in consideration while making their life choices. 

It is no wonder then that contemporary migration research choose the new economics 

of labour migration (Oded Stark) as one of the main theoretic perspectives (e.g. Jaźwińska, 
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Okólski 2001). In Stark’s theory, the migration decision is taken by the household as a whole, 

not by an isolated individual; these are the members of the household who designate migrants 

in such a way as to maximise benefits and minimise costs for the family. The scope of 

migration is aimed at satisfying the household’s needs (e.g. the status position among other 

households in a given locality), and at diversifying the economic risk by relying - apart from 

the domestic one, on the foreign labour market. 

Interestingly enough, in Poland there is a growing proportion of female migration (due 

to foreign labour markets’ demands), including married women with children. We should not, 

however, take this tendency as a sign of individualisation or emancipation of Polish women. 

This is still a family-centred migration, made for the sake of the family here, and not in the 

name of the personal benefit (Kępińska 2004, Okólski 2001, Kaczmarczyk 2005). 

According to the recent studies, migration in Poland is not an individual strategy but 

rather a family strategy (or family-centred strategy of an individual). 

3.1. Family structures 

Mobility - family relation in Polish literature is analysed in regard to only one type of 

family: heterosexual (married) couple with or without children. There is no literature 

examining other family types: cohabiting couples, single parent families, recomposed 

families, same sex partnership etc. In Poland, however, the process of the pluralisation of 

family types has only started. For example, there are only 3% of singles in Poland 

(understood as people 35+ who have never been married), and only 2% of cohabiting couples. 

3.2. Family functioning: The division of domestic and professional labour within 
couples 

Mobility with a temporary absence of one of the partners obviously affects the 

division of labour within a household. Most probably, there are few models adopted by 

“migrant” households. One of them has been captured in Silesia (Opole) (Solga 2002): with 

the migrant man (father and husband), woman usually quits her job to fully take care of home 

duties and children. 

Obviously, the partner that stays home is generally responsible for more duties then 

while both partners were present. However, the situation differs for men and women: there is 

a shared agreement in literature that the strategies of coping depend on who stays home (Giza 

1996, Łukowski 2001, Solga 2002, Latuch 1996). 
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It has been proved that with man migrating, the left behind woman is overburdened 

with responsibilities and tasks to the point of the role-strain syndrome (Solga 2002). On the 

positive side, Kukułowicz (2001) points out that woman who has to cope on her own develops 

new skills and personality traits: becomes more self-sufficient and independent. 

When this is a woman who migrates, then according to the research conducted, the left 

behind man is poorly coping with the domestic responsibilities, and is often prone to 

pathologies (e.g. heavy drinking); moreover, he seeks assistance of relatives (parents), 

especially in taking care of children (Łukowski 2001). Łukowski also noticed that the migrant 

woman tends to coordinate the family life even from distance . Thus, even under migratory 

condition, families are able to reproduce the traditional division of labour in the household: 

absent woman still responsible for the domestic sphere, man not able to cope with runnig 

home and taking care of children on his own, thus assisted by women relatives. It has been 

also proven, however, the migrating women become more independent – “liberated” (Matejko 

2004); sometimes they even treat the temporary absence as a form of retreat from the burdens 

of everyday life (Korczyńska 2003, Łopacka-Dyjak 2006). The studies suggest also that in the 

case of mother’s migration children get more involved in housework (Łopocka-Dyjak 2006, 

Solga 2002). 

Overall, job mobility (even international one) does not affect strongly the traditional 

division of duties between partners; however, women can gain through migration more 

independence and self-confidence. 

3.3. Family functioning: an autonomous self versus a family as a group 

The prevailing approach is in favour of viewing family as a group, with its own 

“collective” logic. Together with new economic theoretical approach, it results in looking for 

the cost and benefits of migration – for the family, not for an individual. On the side of the 

benefits, there are mainly financial values; on the side of cost, family disruption is very often 

mentioned. The general conclusion of the studies states migration has an overall negative 

impact of on family, and the migratory decisions are forced by the economic factors “at the 

cost” of the family values (Giza 1996, Solga 2002, Kaczmarczyk 2005). 

Subjective view on migration – produced by migrants themselves, seems to suggest 

migration is always a trade – off. Migrants and their families appreciate the economic benefits 

(remittances) of migration, they are aware of its negative aspects, but they tend to accept the 
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trade-off. The awareness of the negative impact on family is largely shared in migrant 

communities; it will be discussed in the next paragraph “Family problems.” 

Thus, migration is triggered by economic benetifs. Remittances from migration are 

used for the family current consumption, often conspicuous; seldom for investments. The 

economic aspects of migration are crucial - especially in the case of the incomplete migration. 

The research prove incomplete migration is survival strategy for the family, not the strategy 

for investing or for advancement (Hirszfeld, Kaczmarczyk xxxx, Korczyńska 2003, 

Romaniszyn 2002). It should be stressed benefits from migration are usually analysed from 

the point of view of household/family; they are not seen as an investment in individual human 

capital. 

There is also, however, a more individualistic type of migration, driven by the 

personal development plan (or dream). This concerns, in general, certain groups of 

professionals and specialist (Kaczmarczyk, Okólski 2005), who are motivated to become 

mobile (migrate) with the perspective of settling in the receiving communities and pursue the 

personal career. However, these groups are to certain extent “pushed” by their professional 

situation in Poland. For example, medical doctor is paid in Poland almost ten times less than 

in Sweden and almost three times less than in Spain, Wyborcza (2006). Another group we can 

expect individualistic mobility from, are students and graduates (Sygnowski 2004). These are 

clearly, however, the pioneers of the new trends, that are still weak in Poland. Individualistic 

mobility, undertaken to find better, more encouraging environment for personal development, 

is still to come. 

3.4. Family problems and ways of coping 

In literature, various dimensions and aspects of costs/problems caused by mobility are 

discussed: 

The bonds between family members weaken and become more and more superficial, 

which results in conflicts, parallel relationships and divorces (Łopocka-Dyjak 2006, 

Kaczmarczyk-Sowa 1996, Grzymała-Kazłowska 2001b, Romaniszyn 2002). It is worth to 

notice, however, that some studies (Romaniszyn 2002, Matejko 2004, Rosińska-Kordasiewicz 

2005) suggest family crisis can be prior to migration, thus becoming a migration push-factor; 

so that migration is not always a cause of the family crisis, but at times also its symptom. 

At the psychological level, the temporary separation from the partner results in stress, 
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depression, lack of sense of security, sense of loneliness etc.(Korczyńska 2003, Romaniszyn 

2002, Solga 2002, Łopocka-Dyjak 2006, in sailors’ families Kaczmarczyk-Sowa 1996). 

When it comes to the impact on children, it is stated the negative consequences start 

appearing when the separation is longer than 3 months (Korczyńska 2003). The negative 

impact shows in worse performance at school and in vulnerability of the child to pathologies 

(e.g. drug addiction, juvenile criminality Solga 2002). At times the overburdening of the child 

with domestic tasks results in problems with coping with school tasks (Łopocka-Dyjak 2006). 

However, the intensity of the negative consequences varies. There are families where 

the negative impact is high and vivid, but there are also cases of the families (under migration 

conditions) that do not suffer any negative consequences, and migration can even become a 

stimulus for integration of the family members and more involvement into the everyday 

activities (Łopocka-Dyjak 2006, the integrative function of sailors’ absence: Janiszewski 

1982). 

Families struggle to cope with the prolonged separation, i.e. struggle to keep in touch, 

mostly by telephone calls (Korczyńska 2003), by buying gifts in order to compensate 

separation (mainly to the children), by visiting home as frequently as possible, in exceptional 

cases cooperating with other migrants to “change the shift” abroad in order to come home 

more frequently (Łukowski 2001). The help of extended family can be also seen as a coping 

strategy. 

In the migrating communities e.g. Silesia (Opole) there are specific psychotherapeutic 

institutions which provide help for family members to cope with problems caused by 

mobility. 

3.5. Family life cycle 

Family life cycle affects the mobility patterns in various ways and differently for both 

genders. The relation between family life cycle and mobility, or more generally - the activity 

on the labour market and mobility, is stronger for women. The “small children phase” reduces 

the feasibility of migration to women but not the men (which is shown e.g. in Jaźwińska 

1996, Kępińska 2004). 

The childless seasonal workers declare different migration motives than migrants with 

children do (Korczyńska 2003). Jończy (2003) states that childless men undertake short-term, 



A. Rosińska-Kordasiewicz, S. Urbańska Chapter 6 Literature on Job Mobility in Poland 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 127 

temporary migrations, while men that have children get involved in long term, more stable 

work abroad (Jończy 2003). The similar effect is noted in Korczyńska 2003: having children 

generally motivates men to undertake the seasonal work. Among migrant parents there is a 

difference between the use that is made of remittances in relation to the age of children: when 

children are small, the remittances are being used to improve the living conditions, when the 

children are teenagers most of remittances are invested in their education (Korczyńska 2003). 

4. Job market 

4.1. Social mobility and spatial mobility 

There is a vast agreement among Polish researchers that spatial mobility isn’t 

necessarily accompanied by social mobility (Jaźwińska 2001, 2004). The types of mobility 

which do not trigger social advancement are connected with low paid unqualified jobs 

(without opportunities to become promoted) that form so called “secondary labour market” in 

post-industrial economies (Piore 1979). These are: seasonal work in agriculture (Korczyńska 

2003, Kaczmarczyk, Łukowski 2004), “incomplete migration” in domestic and care service 

sector (women) (e.g. Grzymała-Kazłowska 2001a, Rosińska-Kordasiewicz 2005) and in 

constructions (men) (e.g. Hirszfeld, Kaczmarczyk 1999). As far as the above mentioned 

phenomena are concerned the spatial mobility not only does not promote the mobile 

individual in society, but to the contrary - it petrifies his or her marginal position on the labour 

market in sending as well as receiving country. 

Social mobility correlates with spatial mobility in case of two professional niches: 

specialists and professionals on the one side, and qualified workers and office workers on the 

other side. These are, however, only small part of the overall mobility, additionally blocked 

by the politics of acknowledgement of the professional titles and certificates in the host 

countries (Kozek 2006). 

4.2. Spatial mobility choices according to opportunities and requirements of the 
job market 

The main mobility push factor in Poland is unemployment (currently 17,2% of labour 

force, April 2006). Its role in triggering mobility - e.g. seasonal work migrations, has grown 

in nineties (Kępińska 2004). Unemployment is selective: the groups that are most vulnerable 

to unemployment are women, young population, especially graduate people without work 

experience (Sygnowski 2004). Unemployment is also unequally distributed across country 

(Antoniszyn 2004). Women and young people having less opportunity on domestic labour 
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market are more prone to migrate (Kaczmarczyk 2005). 

It was noted that migrant women’ in comparison to migrant men’ households are in 

worse economic situation, thus women seem to undertake more imposed migrations 

(Kępińska 2004). 

The chosen types of spatial mobility that produce at the same time upward social 

mobility are obviously the expatriates – professionals and specialists for whom spatial 

mobility is the intrinsic part of the career path (Kaczmarczyk Okólski 2005). 

4.3. Localisation of jobs within each country, spatial distribution of various kinds 
of jobs 

Poland is a country with large interregional differences. For instance, the 

unemployment rate varies from the lowest 13,4% in Małopolskie Voivodship and 13,5% in 

Mazowieckie Voivodship to the highest rate in Warmińsko-Mazurskie Voivodship (26,6%) 

(GUS April 2006). 

The rural-urban economic differences are growing. The peripheral regions have poor 

transport infrastructure (e.g. lack of good connections with central regions) which, apart from 

national industry collapse after 1989 is one of the factors that make it easier to migrate than to 

commute or shuttle. During the nineties the tendency to undertake internal mobility has lessen 

(Kryńska 2001). 

The positive factor is the cooperation agreements between regions in different 

countries and European structural funds, which support improvement of infrastructure and 

enable local investments (Kaczmarek 2004). 

Big cities are economic centres, with the job market changing more and more from an 

industrial one (in the past, big cities were also the industrial centres) to the service sectors. 

Thus there are less and less jobs in the big cities for the low skilled, unemployed people from 

other parts of Poland. Together with the high cost of living in big cities, it blocks the rural – 

urban job mobility. 40% of the Polish companies are located in big cities – Warsaw (hosts 

itself 10% of companies), Cracow, Wrocław, Łódź, Poznań, Gdańsk (Parysek 2004). 
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5. Social integration, social capital 

5.1. Social capital and mobility types 

We will show social capital aspects of mobility in regard to three types of mobility (as 

these only are discussed in Polish literature): seasonal work, migration and incomplete 

migration, marginally referring to foreign delegates. The most complete data have been 

collected and analyzed concerning the incomplete migration. 

There is a general thesis that legal mobility is undertaken making use of the formal 

channels, while – to the contrary, illegal mobility takes advantage of the informal ties (Górny 

Stola 2001). This is definitely the case of “expatriates” (foreign delegates), who are recruited 

mainly in big the cities (e.g. in Warsaw); the important source of migration information are in 

this case, apart from the social networks, institutions and corporations that create the demand 

and initiate recruitment (Koryś 2001). In the case of the other forms of mobility, the crucial 

role of the social capital is stressed. Social capital is understood in the Polish literature as an 

access to social migration network (Górny Stola 2001), that is absolutely key to the migration 

process (Koryś 2001, Kaczmarczyk, Łukowski 2004, Grzymała-Kazłowska 2001, Górny, 

Stola 2001, Łukowski 2001). Surprisingly, also the allocation of regular “seasonal works,” 

though conditioned by bilateral government agreements, turns out to be dependent on various 

informal ties (Kaczmarczyk, Łukowski 2004a). It is worth stressing that overall in Poland the 

majority of people believe informal ties are key to get any job, whether abroad or at place. 

The types of mobility that seem rather independent from the social capital, apart from 

foreign delegations, are types of migration connected with commercial activity: the 1.(b) type 

of cross-border commerce and commercial migrations (Górny, Stola 2001). 

5.2. Composition of networks 

In the case of these forms of migration that are strongly informal-tie-dependent, 

mobile individuals have a denser and stronger social network than immobile ones. This is the 

case of migration and incomplete migration (Górny, Stola 2001, Koryś 2001, Łukowski 

2001), seasonal work (Kaczmarczyk, Łukowski 2004). In the case of formally initiated 

migrations - foreign delegations the social migrant networks turn out to be weaker (Górny, 

Stola 2001). 

There is a hierarchy of the power (potential) of social relations in networks: they go 

from the strongest close-kin ties, through friendship and neighbour ties to the weakest and 
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most abstract ties based on shared nationality (Grzymała-Kazłowska 2001b). The case of 

Polish migration to Belgium analysed in Grzymała-Kazłowska 2001a and 2001b shows the 

dynamics of social migrant networks: at the beginning of the migration process, the number 

of Poles involved was limited, and shared nationality was a sufficient reason to cooperate. As 

soon as the job market have saturated with Polish workers, only close-kin ties provide a 

reason to cooperate, and the role of individual cultural capital grows. 

5.3. Social support, social networks and social capital 

The social support in the case of Polish forms of mobility is analysed mainly as a 

support provided by family members in rearing children when one or both parents are 

temporarily absent due to economic migration or seasonal work. Most often these are 

grandparents, especially grandmothers, who take care of the left-behind children (Hirszfeld, 

Kaczmarczyk 1999, Korczyńska 2002). This way of coping is supported by the traditional 

notion of an extended family where not only parents but also other relatives take part in 

children’s upbringing. 

5.4. Spatial distribution of personal networks 

There are differences between types of mobility in regard to the way social networks 

are distributed. Individuals undertaking migration rely more on social networks in the 

receiving country, people undertaking circular, “incomplete migration” use their social 

networks available in the sending country, in their local communities. As we observe a 

general shift from migrations towards incomplete migration after the 1989, we may assume 

that the significance of the local ties is on growth (Górny, Stola 2001). 

Another aspect of the spatial dimension of mobility is the difference between the 

centre and peripheries. The peripheries, lacking economic and cultural capital, make up for by 

developing stronger networks (social capital); thus the social networks are relatively more 

important in the peripheries than in the centre. Relying more heavily on social networks leads 

to a higher unification of destination countries in the peripheries, whereas in the centre we 

notice more diversity (Koryś 2001). On the individual level, the lack of cultural capital is 

made up for by developing social networks. However, it seems social networks gets less 

reliable with the growing number of migrants. As shown by Grzymała-Kazłowska (2001), 

Polish migration networks to Belgium turns out to be deceiving, given the non-cooperative 

tendencies among migrants. 



A. Rosińska-Kordasiewicz, S. Urbańska Chapter 6 Literature on Job Mobility in Poland 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 131 

6. Quality of Life 

6.1. Subjective well-being, health related issues and spatial mobility 

The link between spatial mobility and quality of life seems ambivalent in Polish 

context. On the one hand, the economic benefits that are produced during job related mobility 

are invested in house infrastructure which improves material “quality of life.” On the other 

hand, stress connected with the separation from the family and with the burden of coping with 

problems in receiving society may lower the psychological “quality of life.” However there 

are no in-depth studies probing into this problem. While the mobility as a feature appearing 

ever more frequently on the labour markets was often discussed in the sociological papers in 

last years, Polish psychological studies did not deal with this issue. It is even more 

astonishing taken the fact that the work and organisational psychology was developing very 

quickly during the last years, also in Poland. 

Our review of the Polish (published between 1995 and 2005) as well as foreign 

psychological literature available in Poland shows that the subject of mobility is, in principle, 

absent. What we could find were only few remarks and isolated contributions to akin issues. 

A qualitative case-study “Job-Life Programmes and the Company Effectiveness” 

conducted by the Institute of Labour and Social Studies (Berłowski 2003) shows divergence 

between declarations and actions regarding the attitude of organisations toward family. On the 

declarative level three of four managers would have a person with family on a managerial 

position rather than a flexible single. A “family man” is usually regarded as emotionally 

mature, more loyal and committed to work. However, the policy of promoting and hiring in 

companies contradicts these statements. In reality, there is a clear preference for people who 

are disposable, without family obligations (Berłowski 2000b). 

One should bear in mind however that company policy and organisational culture can 

make a world of difference as far as family is concerned. Therefore, we should differentiate 

between two kinds of companies – firms which rely on young, dynamical and fluctuating 

team (task-oriented organisations – which typically force overtime and rely on job-oriented 

workers without family) and others which emphasise attachment of workers to the 

organisation and offer them and their relatives family-friendly solutions such as child-care 

assistance or family meals which are to unburden the employees (family-oriented 

organisations – Berłowski 2000b). 
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Generally, managers in Poland are starting to appreciate building good relations with 

workers. Engaging family in the company’s undertakings became an element of the marketing 

strategies (in order to picture organisation as family-friendly). It could be profitable, because 

family programmes could attach employees to the organisation and result in higher 

identification with the company objectives. Yet, the effectiveness of family-friendly 

programmes hasn’t been proven. On the other hand such programmes can have “spoiling” 

impact and strengthen the demanding attitudes among the crew. Furthermore, programmes of 

this kind are not always welcomed by the employees. 

Labourers wish the family to be a separate environment, a “calm harbour” after a hard 

day at work. Melting down these two orders may be felt as a kind of encirclement. It is good, 

to have something apart from job to live for. Additionally, numerous groups of employees 

prefer entertainment benefits (e.g. granting a subsidy for sport clubs) over family meals at 

work or family picnics, for instance (Berłowski 2000). 

The discussion about involving family into motivating programmes is well 

recapitulated by Balcerzak-Paradowska (2003) who stresses that policies aimed at balancing 

work and family life are unrealistic in the face of the current situation on the labour market. 

Employer will not engage in a pricey programme, if the employee overburden with familial 

obligations can be easily replaced. We are not that far yet – claims Balcerzak-Paradowska 

(2003). 

In magazines for managers (“Personnel and Management”) we haven’t found any 

remarks on this issue, apart from one comment, that from the organisational point of view 

mobility of the family-free employees is cheaper, because the relocation package is in this 

case less comprehensive (Berłowski 2000b). 

The psychological analyses of families affected by mobility are hard to find in the 

Polish literature. Mobility is not only poorly defined, but it seems to be an uninteresting 

subject for psychologists as well. The few contributions we could find deal with very special 

cases of mobility. We will present only two studies. One of them relates to the long-term 

absence of one parent due to occupational obligations and the other one refers to a very 

special case of sailors, who are not only separated from their family but are living in a very 

special conditions of isolation. 
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6.2. The impact of long-term work related absence of one parent on the family 
life 

The first paper, by Kukołowicz (2001), sums up the overview of studies on the impact 

of long-term work related absence of one parent on the family life. Though we are dealing 

here with incomplete families – claims Kukołowicz (2001: 65), the stability of the everyday 

life rhythm is not disturbed. The periods between occasional attendances of both parents, are 

rather stable and settled. However, the consequences of such living arrangements are 

predominantly negative. The long-term absence of one parent leads to loosening of ties and 

disengagement. The absent parent does not understand the family situation anymore 

(especially when teenaged children are growing up), the other one feels overburden with 

additional obligations. As a result, the spouse-tie get weakened, the spouses are getting more 

autonomous and self-dependent, which cools the emotional climate of the family. The 

children are missing the absent parent and are getting more attached to the present one, with 

whom they share day-to-day experiences. 

The absence of one parent is reflected in the disturbed identification with the own 

gender. Moreover, predominantly economical reasons for mobility lead children to the 

conclusion that money is what the life is all about. All that may be dangerous for the family – 

in the short and in the long-term perspective. 

6.3. Coping with stress and loneliness under the sea isolation conditions 

Another study on the impact of occupational mobility on the family life was 

conducted by Plopa (1996a, b) and depicts a very special situation. Plopa describes sailors’ 

coping with loneliness (defined as a subjective feeling of emotional and social isolation, 

dissatisfaction with actual living conditions). The loneliness may appear as a result of living 

in permanent stressful conditions, what usually leads to restrained relations with social and 

physical environment, yields the lack of desired intimacy and may cause depression, anxiety, 

longing, detachment, helplessness, lack of self-control, boredom and even aggression (Plopa 

1996a: 163). Experiencing loneliness is a result of lacking in support from family members 

and friends. 

The effectiveness of coping with loneliness and stress depends on personal and social 

resources. The former covers such features as interpersonal competence and ego-strength; the 

latter means most of all social support and contentment with family life. 
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Plopa (1996 a, b) conducted a series of psychological tests on a group of sailors who 

revealed symptoms of loneliness. He noticed that some sailors coped with the stressful 

situation better than others. The group which was satisfactorily coping with the stressful 

isolation condition (the cruise lasted over half a year) was characterised by features such as: 

self-sufficiency, independence, proper self-estimation, moderate tolerance, adventurousness, 

freedom of prejudice, self-efficacy, reliance on intellectual and cognitive abilities, self-

confidence, sense of humour, spontaneity, a broad range of interests and social contacts as 

well as social ability; they also cherished work and effort as values per se (Plopa 1996a: 167). 

People, who were showing better adjustment to the situation didn’t get easily affected by 

momentary impulses, avoided conflicts, were loyal and self-possessed, showed only a weak 

tendency to present themselves in a positive light (Plopa 1996a: 171). This group didn’t get 

down easily and tended do look for support when suffering. Sailors who were coping well 

also had faith in own resources and felt confident about their ability to deal with problems. As 

a result, they were able to cope with problems more effectively. 

This proves that personality features do matter in the respect of coping with loneliness 

and stress. But also familial variables matter when coping is concerned. The importance of 

family is enclosed within the concept of social support that helps to struggle with different 

kinds of stressful events. Moreover, the study reveals that the higher acceptance upon values 

or actual goals (e.g. occupational activities) among family members, the higher subjectively 

perceived support and the smaller proneness to stressful events (Plopa 1996b: 90). Thus, 

effectiveness of coping with problems depends on the quality of the familial system, which in 

turn is down to the stability, frequency and regularity of the contact, intensity of the relation, 

reciprocal openness and common activities of all family members. The high quality of the 

familial relation (i.e. satisfaction, happiness) is a way to protect a person against stress (Plopa 

1996b: 90). 

Family is then an important reservoir of such resources as feeling of belonging, safety, 

esteem, love, support that are crucial to cope with everyday life, but it also needs to be 

“supplied” with regular contact, openness, common affairs which keep family members 

together. 

It shouldn’t surprise then, that sailor put the detachment from the closest family on the 

first place in the ranking of most stressful factors during the cruise. The second place was 

taken by the lack of regular contact with family, unsatisfied sexual need and the restriction of 
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the living space. Further classified were: boredom, disturbed diurnal rhythm, living conditions 

on the ship, noise, crew vulgarity, and unstable atmospheric conditions (Plopa 1996b: 91). 

Again, Plopa (1996b) divided the group of tested sailors into those, who coped well 

and those, who suffered from loneliness. Those who were doing better treated love as a basic 

value in life, which made their life and the work on the sea meaningful. Their marriage was 

declared to be grounded on intimacy, openness on partner’s needs, sympathy, trust and 

honesty (Plopa 1006b: 94). Greater immunity to stress was showed by those sailors, who 

reported to have satisfactory communication in the family, who respected opinions, 

preferences and interests of other family members as well as their individuality. Also rearing 

attitudes (directed to read off the children needs instead of “forcing” own views, dominating 

or keeping on distance) was correlated with satisfactory coping with stress (Plopa 1996b: 98). 

The studies by Plopa show then that it is not solely about having family but about its 

organization, quality and attitudes toward it as well as values. The main problems that 

families affected by mobility face are connected with stress, alienation and loneliness. 
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Luis Ayuso Sánchez and Gerardo Meil Landwerlin 

V I I .  L i t e r a t u r e  o n  J o b  M o b i l i t y  i n  S p a i n  

A review of the literature on spatial or geographic mobility in Spain shows that the 

greatest interest and scientific output regarding this subject have been focused on some very 

specific areas. In general, the studies that stand out are those conducted from an economic 

perspective, primarily focusing on the mobility of human resources in relation to the labour 

market and to unemployment46. From the standpoint of demography and human geography, 

this subject has been dealt with by analyzing job mobility as a decisive factor in the spatial 

and urban planning of metropolitan areas47. Finally, and to a lesser extent than the previous 

ones, existing publications that discuss this phenomenon from an ecological point of view 

should also be mentioned; these deal with the impact this mobility has on the environment in 

large cities48. 

An analysis of the sources consulted reveals that there are no studies that differentiate 

among the different types of job-related mobility, nor are there any regarding the social 

consequences that it has for the life courses of individuals and their families. Furthermore, a 

general lack of quantitative data has periodically been observed in Spain as a whole, as well 

as a significant dearth of qualitative studies that contribute to reflection on the reasons for and 

effects of this mobility. 

1. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) 

1.1. Demands of high mobility of modern life 

The growth in mobility is increasingly significant in developed societies, and this 

phenomenon may be approached from several scientific perspectives. In the Spanish 

literature, E. Bericat’s reflection (1994) aimed at establishing a “Sociology of spatial 

                                                 
 
46 See the contributions of: Antolin (1997), Bentolila (1997), Abellán (1998), Antolin (1999), Bentolila (2001), 
Albert and Toharia (2001), EOI (Escuela de Organización Industrial – Industrial Organization School) (2002), 
Luis Carnicer et al (2002). 
47 There is an interdisciplinary research group in Spain known as “Territorio y Movilidad” (Territory and 
Mobility), whose aim is to analyze daily mobility as a key element in the configuration of urban space. See: 
Gutierrez Puebla (1990), Salom et al (1995), Feria and Susino (1996), Módenes (1998), Castañer et al (2001), 
Módenes (2002), Módenes and López (2003) or Sánchez Gutierrez’s thesis (2005) from an urban economy 
perspective. 
48 See the annual reports of the Metropolitan Mobility Observatory (Observatorio de la Movilidad 
Metropolitana) published by the Ministry of the Environment (the latest is from October 2005), which deal with 
issues relating to mobility and the urban environment (influence of transport on air quality, greenhouse gas 
emissions and atmospheric pollutants generated by transport, urban mobility plans, etc.). 
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mobility” (“Sociología de la movilidad espacial”) is worthy of note. According to this author, 

contemporary advanced societies are characterised by the transformations that mobility 

structures are causing in the social structure. This change includes what is known as “nomadic 

sedentariness,” which is associated with improved infrastructures that make mobility possible 

without migration. In this society, individual job-related mobility accounts for a considerable 

share of the total number of journeys. In referring to this travel, the author makes a distinction 

among three types: mobility to work, mobility in or at work and mobility because of work49. 

From a quantitative standpoint, different studies regarding some of Spain’s 

Autonomous Communities show the increase in the amount of time devoted to daily 

commutes50. The production of statistical data for Spain as a whole is very recent (MOVILIA 

survey on mobility, 2001; census, 2001; ECVT [Encuesta de calidad de vida en el trabajo - 

Survey on Quality of Life at Work], 2002-2004). According to De Miguel (2002), regarding 

the percentage of Spaniards whose one-way commute is over half an hour, Madrid (41%) 

stands out greatly over two other urbanised regions, the Basque Country (21%) and Catalonia 

(17%). Madrid’s truly exceptional situation is due to the fact that the entire region is, in 

practice, a metropolitan area. The opposite holds true for more integrated areas, with a smaller 

urban scale, such as La Rioja (4%), Cantabria (8%) and the Balearic Islands (10%). 

According to this author, this increase in the overall commute time in Spain is due to the fact 

that the structure of the housing market is quite rigid, as it is much more heavily weighted 

towards owning than towards renting. Over 80% of households own their homes (a 

disproportionate figure by European standards). Other causes include the fact that the 

population is heavily concentrated in urban communities, even in agricultural areas; the 

deficient public transport system; the lack of job mobility; and the persistence of the split 

shift, which in many cases means the number of trips is doubled. 

As far as interregional job mobility is concerned, the periodic reports of the 

Occupational Labour Observatory (Observatorio Ocupacional de Empleo) show a rising trend 

in the last five years (2000-2005), with commutes between Autonomous Communities 

                                                 
 
49 The first one refers to round trips that generally take place to go back and forth between the home and the 
workplace; the second focuses on spatial movements required to perform the functions of or by the content of the 
job; and finally, mobility because of work is mobility in which the family home stays in the same place while 
one of the members of the household temporarily changes residence during workdays (Bericat, 1994). 
50 See Artis Ortuño, 1998 for the case of Catalonia; Salom and Delios, 2000, for Valencia; Feria and Susino, 
2001, for Andalusia; and Sánchez Gutierrez, 2005, for Madrid. 
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growing at a faster rate than those between provinces (2005)51. Therefore, commutes are 

longer. In the shared thinking of Spanish workers, there is also a greater awareness of the 

increased need for job mobility. The study conducted by Alemán Páez (1999) indicates that 

this type of mobility is considered to be increasingly important in today’s society, even 

essential to coping with the changes taking place in the productive environment. Thus, a 

growth in this type of mobility is expected in the medium and long term. 

This greater predisposition should not disguise the costs that this mobility entails, as 

these are still being seen as very significant barriers. Issues such as the loss of quality of life 

(De Miguel, 2002) and the risk of a decrease in elements of social integration between the 

worker and his environment (EOI, 2002), among others, may explain the resistance found in 

Spain to this type of mobility. Bericat (1994) listed the following ten types of costs as those 

generated by a mobile society: expenses relating to road infrastructure, technical 

infrastructure, energy, parking, accidents, social supervision and organisation, as well as 

hidden, induced, and derivative expenses. 

1.2. Mobility potential or motility: the access to transport infrastructure 

In the area of infrastructures as a whole, those relating to transport are of primary 

importance for mobility and for the development of any country. Their importance is 

particularly evident in Spain and its regions because of the imbalance in the geographic 

distribution of the population and the country’s peripheral location in the European 

Community. In this respect, according to data from the Ministry of Development (2004), 

Spain has improved its total transport infrastructures significantly compared to the situation 

that existed prior to joining the EU. The investment in recent years, measured in terms of 

GDP, has been above the EU average, and this has enabled Spain to narrow and close the gap 

in the allocation of public capital that existed in comparison to the rest of Europe in the mid 

1980s52. 

Despite the improvement in transport infrastructures, some limitations in the transport 

system still persist and must be corrected. The principal problems include: in road transport, 

                                                 
 
51 However, the data provided by the ECVT survey on the average territorial mobility in Spain for the period 
from 1999-2002 show that mobility between provinces, regardless of the Autonomous Community to which the 
province belongs, is 23.7%, and spatial mobility between Autonomous Communities is 19.7% (Requena, 2005). 
52 European Community funds have contributed significantly to this investment, which indicates how important 
European cohesion policy is for Spain. As an example, co-financed investments represented 40% of total 
government outlays in 2004 (Ministry of Development and associated public agencies), and rose to 65% in 
Objective 1 regions (Ministry of the Presidency, 2005). 
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the radial structure of the main highway and motorway system, which causes a lack of 

accessibility in some parts of the country; and in rail transport, the fact that a large part of the 

rail lines in the national system have a different gauge than the European standard. There are 

also structural deficiencies in the Spanish rail system, with notable differences in quality and 

safety from one rail line to another (Ministry of Development, 2004). The demand for 

transport is also increasing in Spain at a faster pace than that of economic growth, with 

greater elasticity than in other developed countries. While this elasticity will tend to decrease 

and to converge with the European average, it is foreseeable that in years to come the greater 

dynamism of the Spanish economy will be associated with substantial increases in passenger 

and goods traffic (Ministry of Development). 

Studies have been conducted that demonstrate the significant relationship between 

improvements in infrastructures, economic growth and mobility, such as the one coordinated 

by Ugoiti (1999). Other more specific studies have focused on the evaluation of transport 

infrastructures and their effects on regional development, through the use of accessibility 

indicators (Orellana, 1994); the key role that roads in Spain play in social and economic 

development (Lobo Gutierrez, 1993)53; and the role of the railway system in land use 

planning and in the mobility of the population (Fundación de Ferrocarriles Españoles 

[Spanish Railways Foundation], 1997). 

1.3. Mobility potential or motility: the competences 

In the study on the competences that facilitate or impede the mobility of the Spanish 

population, the ones referring to educational level stand out54. Two studies demonstrate this 

relationship: the one carried out by De Miguel (2002) using information from the Survey on 

Quality of Life at Work (ECVT), and the Bancaja Report (2005) prepared from data from the 

census (2001). 

Both show that there is a positive relationship between the educational level of the 

employed and daily commutes to a municipality other than the one of residence. In the case of 

workers who have completed no more than primary education, this percentage does not 

                                                 
 
53 It should be recalled that road transport has a disproportionately high share in the modal split in Spain at this 
time, both for passengers, where it represents 91% of all journeys (in terms of passenger-kilometres), and for 
goods, where road transport accounts for 84% of total tonne-kilometres. (Ministry of Development, 2004). 
54 The EU’s Report (2004) on the Implementation of the Action Plan for Skills and Mobility places special 
emphasis on raising education and training levels in EU countries, as a key competence in increasing mobility in 
years to come. 
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exceed 25 %, while for those with university studies it is over 35%. Specifically, 39 % of 

those who have completed three-year degrees, 39 % of university graduates and 36 % of PhDs 

work outside of their place of residence. Similarly, it has also been observed that the workers 

with the longest commutes are generally those with higher educational levels (Bancaja, 

2005)55. 

The explanation provided by De Miguel (2002) is that people with higher education 

probably live in large cities, where travel takes longer. Furthermore, university graduates 

usually prefer to live in suburbs or outlying areas; in other words, they exchange nature or 

peace and quiet for increased travel time. In a congested area like Madrid, where there are 

more cars than households, driving every day does not save much time. As far as job mobility 

involving residential changes is concerned, the Occupational Labour Observatory (2005) 

believes that there is a polarisation of the highest rates at both ends of the educational 

spectrum, i.e., those with university studies on the one hand and those with lower than 

Compulsory Secondary Education (Spanish acronym ESO) on the other. 

Despite having educational levels similar to or even higher than men’s, women show 

lower mobility rates in general. This may be due to a significant lack of motility. 

Nevertheless, according to the detailed study on gender differences in daily work-related 

journeys conducted by Casado (2000-2003), in which the Community of Valencia is taken as 

a reference, these differences should take several nuances into consideration, such as 

occupational categories56 and the highest level of education achieved57. 

1.4. Mobility potential or motility: the appropriation, the culture of mobility 

According to Bericat (1994), advanced developed societies create a culture of mobility 

that becomes woven into the fabric of our lives, resulting in a lifestyle and a set of customs 

and practices different from other types of societies. Today’s citizens form part of society 

through mobility and tend towards mobility in a world of dramatic changes. However, this 

general ethos towards movement does not eliminate cultural differences between countries 

                                                 
 
55 People whose commute is half an hour or less have completed around 10 years of study or less, while those 
whose commute is more than half an hour have completed around 11 years of study (Bancaja, 2005). 
56 Mobility among women is higher than among men in several groups that represent a large number of workers: 
professionals, teachers and healthcare workers. In these occupations, characterized by high educational 
requirements and high average income, female mobility is over 38% compared to the overall mean among 
women, which is 22.34%, in other words, 70% higher (Casado: 2003:9). 
57 The gap between men and women narrows as the educational level increases, and for those with university 
studies, the trend is reversed: in these groups, female mobility is higher than male mobility (Casado: 2003:10). 
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and regions whose citizens are more predisposed to mobility in some places than in others. 

Spain has traditionally been characterised by low levels of mobility among its 

population, a fact that has often been discussed by economists and demographers (Bentolila, 

1997 and 2001, and Gutierrez Puebla, 1990); most of them have explained this greater lack of 

mobility through demographic, economic and institutional factors (Llano and Gómez, 

2005)58. There are few studies that focus on the cultural variable (although some allude to it). 

Among the research that places greater emphasis on this facet, the investigation conducted 

with workers by Alemán Paéz (1999) from a qualitative perspective is worthy of note. 

This author believes that understanding Spanish culture is essential to understanding 

the fact that workers are less predisposed to mobility. This culture is, in turn, expressed in a 

series of obstacle-forming subcultures. The first of these is the subculture of “home 

ownership” to the detriment of a “rental” culture59; second, the presence of a strong family 

culture60 that would place great importance on community factors in deciding whether or not 

to migrate (the spouse’s chances of finding work would be evaluated, as well as the age of the 

children and their educational opportunities); and finally, idiosyncratic characteristics typical 

of some regions of Spain that would hinder mobility would also have to be taken into 

consideration, such as, for example, the existence of an own language (Catalan, Basque or 

Galician), customs and specific forms of integration into the new social environment. If this 

type of culture had less of an influence, it would facilitate mobility; this is, in fact, what 

happens in the case of immigrants61. 

                                                 
 
58 Among demographic factors, variables such as the following are mentioned: family structure, educational 
level, the presence of cultural barriers and the ageing of the population. Factors of an economic nature include: 
economic capacity, expectations for the evolution of the labour market and the cost of housing and transport. 
Institutional factors include: the degree of political decentralization, the generosity of the social welfare system 
and unemployment benefits, the mechanisms for redistributing income and the scope of collective bargaining in 
the national labour market (Llano and Gómez, 2005). 
59 See the study by Módenes and López (2004) on residential mobility, work and housing in Europe. In this 
study, the authors speculate on whether countries with a more rigid residential system, such as Spain, also have 
more limited job mobility. In other words, it would not be so much that those who change jobs do not move 
around much, but that only those who do not need to change their place of residence change jobs. 
60 With regard to impediments to mobility of a family nature, EOI’s qualitative research (2002) indicates that the 
presence of family values plays a very important role in the life courses of workers. As far as age is concerned, 
“older people assume that the family is the essential and sometimes only cause, while young people give greater 
priority to other relationships that help them increase their awareness of identity and belonging. Family loyalty is 
set against job loyalty. Preferring work is seen as synonymous with not loving the family” (2002: 82) 
61 According to Llano and Gómez (2005), there is an extensive group of factors that suggest that immigrants 
have greater job mobility compared to the citizens of the country, alluding to the fact that immigrants are less 
attached to their place of residence, have a greater tendency to rent than to own, have, on average, a lighter 
burden of family responsibilities, etc. 



L. Ayuso Sánchez, G. Meil Landwerlin Chapter 7 Literature on Job Mobility in Spain 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 142 

2. Family functioning, family structure, family development 

2.1. Family structures 

In recent years, different studies have been undertaken from the perspective of family 

sociology, designed to learn about the changes taking place in family structures in Spain. A 

general norm in these studies has been that the unusual thing about these structural changes is 

not their direction (as they tend towards uniformity with other European countries) but the 

speed at which they have occurred (Iglesias de Ussel, 1998). 

Different studies have analyzed some of the consequences of the “post-modernisation 

of the family” (Meil, 1999) and of the pluralisation of family forms62; these changes have 

been shaping the “new Spanish family” (Alberdi, 1999). Studies have also been carried out on 

new family forms, such as single-parent families (Fernández Cordón and Tobío, 1999; 

Arrollo, 2005), cohabitation (Meil, 2003), and dual-earner couples (Dema, 2005). Another 

phenomenon that has captured the interest of researchers is the introduction of the process of 

individualisation into the family and its influence on paternal (Flaquer, 1999) and maternal 

roles (Tobío, 2005), as well as on the couple’s intimate relations (Díaz et al, 2004) and on the 

new “flexible” family lifestyles (Alberdi and Escario, 2003). 

Despite the fact that all of these studies analyze the changing functioning of Spanish 

families, our review of the literature found very few studies containing references to the 

relationships between family structures and mobility. The only investigations that come close 

to the purpose of our study are those conducted on “weekend marriages” in Spain by Ruiz 

Becerril (2003) and Rodrigo Soriano (2005), using qualitative methodology. 

2.2. Family functioning 

In the absence of studies that link family relationships to mobility, one resource that 

can be used to shed light on this phenomenon is to take advantage of different socio-

demographic variables in surveys in which variables relating to mobility have been included, 

such as, for example, the time it takes to get to work. In the study conducted by Alemán Páez 

(1999), in which data from the 1998 Working Population Survey (Encuesta de Población 

Activa) are used, a greater willingness to move around is seen in those who are single, 

                                                 
 
62 See: 5th FOESSA Report (Fomento de Estudios Sociales y de Sociología Aplicada – Promotion of Social 
Studies and Applied Sociology) (1995), Pérez Díaz et al (2000), Del Campo and Brioso (2002) and Del Campo 
(2003). 
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separated and divorced, with the trend being reversed among those who are married or 

widowed. In other words, a greater resistance is seen to mobility once family responsibilities 

have been taken on, and after the death of a spouse, the latter perhaps due to a greater 

attachment to the immediate personal context when this type of loss is suffered. 

The data from the Survey on Quality of Life at Work (2002-2004) also makes it 

possible to learn about different mobility-related characteristics of the Spanish population. A 

larger proportion of daily commuters feel that their work is stressful, and in general terms, 

they are more satisfied with their salaries, although not with household income. With regard 

to their daily lives, they claim to be more dissatisfied with the amount of free time they have 

and with their lives, but not unhappier than others. With respect to those who are less mobile, 

they have a greater desire to change jobs, and if they had a choice, they would devote more 

time to being with their families and friends and to leisure pursuits and relaxation (in that 

order). As far as the family variable is concerned, it usually takes those who are married or 

have a partner longer to get home from work, on average, than it does those who are 

unmarried or do not have partners. 

2.3. Familiy functioning: The division of domestic and professional labour 
within couples 

From a quantitative standpoint, and despite the lack of specific studies on this 

dimension, some relevant results can be obtained on a national level from the data provided 

by the ECVT (2004). The division of routine tasks by type of marriage (traditional, 

collaborative and egalitarian63) shows that males whose commute to work takes longer (one 

hour or more) have traits most closely resembling those of a “traditional” marriage (77% 

compared to 69% of those whose commute is less than one hour). For women who spend 

more time commuting, the “traditional marriage” category predominates (57%), although a 

greater presence of collaborative (21%) and egalitarian (21%) marriages are seen. Something 

similar occurs with child care, in that the most mobile men are the least collaborative (69% 

traditional marriage). Women who have the greatest mobility and have small children are 

usually in collaborative (63%) and egalitarian (25%) relationships. Thus, an analysis of these 

                                                 
 
63 Traditional marriages would be those in which chores are not shared and all of the housework is performed by 
the woman, while the man does not take part or collaborate in any household task. In a collaborative marriage, 
the woman does most of the housework, while the husband collaborates in it. The tasks are not divided equally, 
because the man only collaborates when the woman asks him to. In egalitarian marriages, the division of labour 
between the man and the woman is fairly balanced. The housework is shared between the two, and both 
collaborate as much as they can. 
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data shows significant differences by gender, revealing that increased mobility may contribute 

to maintaining traditional family models in the case of men, and to an evolution towards more 

egalitarian forms in the case of women. 

Existing qualitative studies only focus on long-distance marriages or “weekend 

marriages,” and the results obtained yield disparate conclusions. Ruiz Becerril (2003) defends 

the idea that in these marriages, a very fair division of tasks takes place during the time the 

couple are together. This issue is not negotiable; the need is assumed and does not have to be 

formally and explicitly expressed. In this more symmetrical situation, it is the male who 

makes a greater effort to be equal to the woman in work-related separations. 

Rodrigo Soriano (2005) believes that many variables relating to the marriage must be 

taken into consideration (such as the division of tasks before the separation; after the 

separation; according to the reason for the separation; according to the stage of the marriage, 

the couple’s ages and academic background; or according to the type of reunification). The 

author concludes that a separation of residence hinders rather than favours equality in the 

division of tasks, because the small amount of participation by the male in these tasks 

disappears almost entirely when he spends most of his time away from home; thus, the 

woman is, once again, almost solely responsible for all household chores. In marriages where 

both the husband and wife work, the fact that they live apart has an impact on the division of 

household tasks; those who have two homes are affected because the work is multiplied, and 

those who travel are affected, because it is the woman who performs all of the chores, with 

the increased stress that this can cause. 

Although no definitive conclusion can be reached about either of these theories, the 

classic literature has shown a significant relationship between the division of domestic tasks 

and mobility, according to Casado (2000-2003). Female workers devote more time to the care 

of their children and to household chores than men do, and therefore choose jobs that are 

nearer to their places of residence than those chosen by men, because their lower salaries and 

shorter working hours reduce the cost-effectiveness of their commutes. Another reason is that 

their responsibilities at home increase the cost of longer commutes. This is consistent with a 

fact observed in a study conducted in the Community of Valencia, according to which 

working women have greater mobility levels than those of male workers in several 

occupational categories associated with higher income: specialised industrial workers, 

architects, engineers, teachers, etc. 
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2.4. Family functioning: an autonomous self versus a family as a group 

Despite the studies conducted on processes of individualisation in family life (Meil, 

1999; Alberdi and Escario, 2003; and Diaz et al, 2004), the relationship between this 

phenomenon and mobility has not been confirmed. Only Ruiz Becerril (2003: 181) states, 

with regard to weekend marriages, that “this type of marriage could be seen as an extension of 

the individualism and the supremacy of the person over the couple, a fact that we do not 

share; we believe that, in Spain at least, couples place a high value on their marriages and 

have a high opinion of the family. If they had to choose between the couple or the family and 

work, they would give up the latter. We would agree that this family form could be 

considered the epitome of the separation between workplace and family, at least for one of the 

members.” 

The conclusion reached by the author also needs to be qualified. There are different 

types of weekend marriages that should be differentiated according to several characteristics. 

Ruiz Becerril himself (2003) eventually acknowledges two ideal types. One of these involves 

young couples under the age of 45, childless, whose separation for work-related reasons lasts 

around a year. The situation has arisen because of an opportunity for a new job, and the 

personal fulfilment of each member of the couple carries significant weight in the motives for 

this separation. The other ideal type refers to older couples, over the age of 45, with children 

in their care (typically two). Their period of separation is longer, around eight years on 

average, and the situation is motivated by the promotion of one of the members of the couple 

rather than a new job. 

2.5. Family functioning: Family problems and ways of coping 

From the standpoint of problems arising because of mobility, commuters in Spain – 

according to the data from the ECVT (2002-2004), as mentioned earlier – are more likely to 

feel that their jobs are stressful than those who are less mobile, even though they are more 

satisfied with their salaries. Mobility has a greater impact on family life in weekend 

marriages, and the studies of Rodrigo Soriano (2005) and Ruiz Becerril (2003) practically 

coincide in this regard. The latter states that one of the main inconveniences is having to 

modify the pace of one’s daily life to adjust to living alone, and the feeling of a loss of time 

and place because of having to change location at least twice a week. From a health 

perspective, the effects are primarily measured in psychological terms, because of the 

loneliness and stress resulting from the circumstances themselves. 
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Rodrigo Soriano (2005) takes special pains to point out the distress caused by 

loneliness, expressed in the harsh fact of having to make decisions alone and bring up the 

children on one’s own. This author also underlines the lack of dialogue and loss of intimacy 

in the relationship. This type of marriage runs a greater risk of disturbances in the marital 

relationship, caused by the absence of conversation, social isolation, emotional distancing, 

sole parenting, an overload of domestic tasks, changeable feelings or infidelity. 

2.6. Family life cycle 

The family life cycle is closely linked to the family’s capacity for mobility. This can 

be seen through an analysis of the age variable, the time it takes to get to work by type of 

family, or the residential changes characteristic of the life cycle. With regard to age, Alemán 

Páez (1999), De Miguel (2002) and Requena (2005) corroborate the fact that younger people 

(aged 16 to 24 and 25 to 34) with fewer family responsibilities and greater expectations of 

integration into the labour market and of finding better opportunities are the ones who show 

the most willingness towards geographic mobility. After these ages, the trend steadily 

declines, because these individuals have taken on family commitments and become 

established in their jobs. 

As far as daily commuters are concerned, according to the type of family to which 

they belong (using the 2004 data from the ECVT), the ones who spend more time in 

commuting to work are those whose family structure is “couple with children” or “mother 

with children.” This is no doubt motivated by the fact that they live in lower-cost homes in 

more remote areas, as they have a higher burden of family-related expenses. The ones with 

the shortest commute are those who belong to a single-parent, male-headed family, and 

“childless couples.” 

Mobility, family life cycle and economic position are three factors that should be 

taken into account when analyzing residential changes. Módenes’ studies (2000) on 

residential mobility and the family dynamics of urban youths in the 1980s, or the one 

conducted by the same author in 2004, demonstrate this. When a certain degree of job 

stability is attained, individuals and their households may undergo certain residential changes. 

The achievement of residential aspirations often depends on a successful career path. This 

factor is increasingly important. When only one of the couple works, mobility rates are 

higher, as it is not easy to make the transition from renting to owning. Dual-earner couples 

have less mobility because the percentage of those who own their homes increases. The 
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differences between the mobility rates for couples with one member or both members 

working are not great, but they are consistent in most EU countries: around one or two 

percentage points higher for the former. In this respect, Susino’s study (2006) on 

demographic processes and family strategies relating to residential mobility is also interesting. 

3. Job market 

3.1. Social mobility and spatial mobility 

Although there are no specific studies in Spain dealing with the influence that spatial 

mobility has on social mobility, it is possible to arrive at interesting conclusions through the 

analysis of certain sources. For example, through the data provided by the Occupational 

Labour Observatory (2005), the most dynamic sectors in this respect can be identified, as well 

as the occupations with the highest mobility rates. The highest percentages in mobility rates 

occur in agriculture and construction, which account for more than half of the contracts 

involving inter-provincial travel. 

Furthermore, if the ten most representative occupations in terms of mobility are 

analyzed, it can be seen that four of them account for one third of the contracts involving 

interprovincial travel (bricklayers, farm labourers, labourers in the manufacturing industry 

and shop assistants). There is a logical correspondence between the occupations that have 

high mobility rates and the economic activities that also have high rates. Thus, occupations 

relating to agriculture and construction have a higher-than-average level of interprovincial 

mobility, while the rate in other occupations is lower. 

Requena’s study (2005) on people who migrate, which directly links the variables 

under study, is much more exact and enlightening. This author, using data from the ECVT 

(1999-2002), shows that spatially mobile workers generally achieve a higher status. The main 

conclusion that can be reached from this is that migrants have much higher levels of 

occupational achievement, as well as greater opportunities for upward mobility. In fact, 

migrants have higher intergenerational mobility rates than those who have never moved away 

from their place of birth. This situation is further accentuated among women who leave the 

place where they were born and go to another province to work. In general, leaving one’s 

birthplace is related to a higher socioeconomic status. 

The author explains this relationship between migration and upward mobility through 

a varied set of causes and circumstances. First of all, emigration means breaking with a series 
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of traditional ties, pressures and social commitments, giving the emigrant greater freedom of 

time and resources. In addition, emigration involves a significant psychological cost, which 

implies the selection of the most capable. In fact, as De Miguel pointed out as far back as 

1965, businesspeople from outside have greater possibilities for advancement than local ones. 

3.2. Spatial mobility choices according to opportunities and requirements of the 
job market 

As argued throughout this bibliographic review, mobility rates in Spain are lower than 

those of other countries in its sphere. From an economic perspective, the requirements of the 

job market in relation to mobility are variables that have traditionally been studied64. 

Bentolila’s studies (1997 and 2001) are among the most significant ones. According to this 

author (1997), a singular trait of the Spanish economy in the last 25 years has been the low 

level of interregional migration65, which he sees as a very negative factor for dealing with 

future economic disturbances within the EU. He explains the causes for this lack of mobility 

among Spaniards from the standpoint of the economy: the national unemployment rate has 

meant a drastic reduction in job opportunities in all of Spain, which has negatively affected 

migration. Secondly, major institutional changes (political decentralisation, regional 

redistribution of income, the expansion of the welfare state and trade union activity) reduce 

incentives for migration. 

From the perspective of residential mobility in relation to job markets, the study by 

Módenes and López (2004) concludes that in countries characterised by early home 

ownership, such as Spain, the mobility of individuals with few and uncertain resources is 

limited in comparison to the rest of the population because they can make few residential 

adjustments, whether these are desired or brought on by family, economic or job 

circumstances. However, this lack of mobility in difficult employment circumstances leads to 

the conclusion that, in part, these individuals can use a strategy of low mobility and an 

emphasis on stability, which also makes it possible to maintain proximity-based social 

relations. Therefore, one must conclude that low mobility is a restriction (for example, in the 

loss of job opportunities, and not only those that involve long-distance migration), but it may 

                                                 
 
64 See: Bentolila and Doblado (1991), Ródenas (1994), Bover and Velilla (1997), Antolín and Bover (1997), De 
la Fuente (1999), Bover et al (2000), and Barceló (2001). 
65 As an example, the author cites the case of Andalusia and its behaviour during the last major economic 
recession suffered by the Spanish economy in 1994. This region, which had the highest unemployment rate in its 
recent history (34%) and which remained the area with the second-lowest per capita income in Spain, had no 
emigration at all. In 1994, Andalusia had a net influx of population from the rest of Spain (although this was 
minimal: 2,327 people). 
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also be a strategy that is consciously sought. 

3.3. Localisation of jobs within each country, spatial distribution of various kinds 
of jobs 

The distribution of job markets in Spain and the mobility of workers in relation to 

these markets have evolved significantly in recent years. According to Bentolila (2001), the 

flows were one-way from poor regions to richer ones in the 1960s, giving rise to high net 

migration balances; however, the situation changed in the 1980s, creating a paradoxical 

situation in which the regions that had had net losses now had net gains and vice-versa, 

resulting in “very small net flows” (Puyol and García, 1997). 

At this time, according to data from the Occupational Labour Observatory (2005), 

which analyzes worker inflow and outflow rates66 for Spain’s Autonomous Communities: 

a) La Rioja is the autonomous community which has both the highest inflow and 

outflow rates, and these rates are similar. Castile-La Mancha, Navarre, Murcia and Aragón 

have similar characteristics, but to a lesser degree. These are autonomous communities with 

an open job market and with strong, balanced exchanges with other regions in Spain. 

b) There is another group of communities in which the outflow rate is high and the 

inflow rate is low. These usually send workers out and seldom receive any. The ones where 

this situation is the most pronounced are Extremadura and Asturias. 

c) At the opposite extreme are those that have a high inflow rate and a low outflow 

rate. These are autonomous communities that mainly receive workers, with a small proportion 

of workers who go out to other communities. This is the case of Madrid and the Balearic 

Islands (the latter because of their insular character), and to a lesser degree, Catalonia and the 

Canary Islands. 

With regard to inter-provincial flows67, the ones that experienced the greatest increase 

in 2005 in absolute terms were the ones from Alicante to Murcia, from Barcelona to 

Tarragona, from Madrid to Guadalajara and Toledo and from Valencia to Castellón. 

                                                 
 
66 A high rate of outflow from an autonomous community indicates that a substantial number of workers residing 
in that community have been hired to work in another one. 
67 In terms of mobility, “flow” is considered to be the number of employment contracts that involved a commute 
from workers’ homes to their workplaces, as long as the latter are in a different province, during a specific period 
of time. 
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Conversely, the ones that experienced the greatest decrease were those going from Seville to 

Cádiz, Córdoba, Málaga, Jaén and Madrid, from Barcelona and Madrid to La Coruña, from 

Cádiz to Málaga and from Valencia to Vizcaya. 

4. Social integration, social capital 

4.1. Composition of networks 

In general, the Mediterranean countries in southern Europe have been characterised by 

the existence of an informal network (primarily made up of relatives and friends), and the 

high value placed on it. This network is used in a variety of ways in everyday life. In Spain, 

despite the changes that have taken place in recent years, the culture of values continues to be 

dominated by the high level of consensus about the importance of the family68 (Camarero, 

2003). This high value is evidenced to a large degree by the development of what Meil (2000) 

has called “relational solidarity,” i.e., the set of relationships that are formed in the primary 

groups (relatives, friends, neighbours) which enable mutual support functions to be developed 

and provide material and subjective assistance among its members. 

According to Meil (2000), Spaniards use a variety of strategies to organise and 

maintain this relational solidarity: 

a) The geographic proximity of different generations. During the initial or middle 

stages of the family life cycle, most nuclear families live in the same town or city as at least 

one of their parents (the bigger the size of the municipality, the more this probability is 

reduced). 

b) The high frequency of contact, primarily due to geographic proximity. Childless 

individuals see their neighbours and friends somewhat more frequently than those with 

children (however, there does not seem to be a greater relational density with a higher number 

of children). 

c) Intergenerational leisure practices. Leisure, recreation and relaxation time takes 

place within the framework of heavily structured relationships. Families usually prefer to use 
                                                 
 
68 Camarero’s study (2003) based on Eurobarometer survey data shows that: 98.6% of Spaniards affirm that their 
family is the most important thing in their lives; 96.2% say that they would be willing to sacrifice everything for 
their family; 82.8% feel that their family’s opinions matter a lot or quite a lot when they have to make important 
life decisions; 99.5% feel that the family is important, and 79% say the same thing about marriage (a significant 
difference); and 91.4% believe that it would be a good thing if more importance were given to family life in the 
future. 
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leisure time as a family. 

However, an analysis of this relational structure should not hide the alterations and 

equilibriums in the different stages of the family life cycle. Meil’s study (2001) regarding the 

Community of Madrid reveals the different uses of leisure time relating to family and friends 

according to the stage of the family life cycle of those interviewed. The use of free/leisure 

time primarily for family activities, compared to with friends, tends to increase as the family 

life cycle advances: as long as individuals have no partner (but do have residential 

independence), or no children, leisure time is spent mostly with friends. However, when 

children come along, this time tends to be more focused on family members, especially 

parents. As the children get older, this emphasis on the family is reinforced, although this 

does not mean that there is no longer contact with friends at greater or lesser intervals. Thus, 

family ties are reproduced and reinforced over the generations, with children as the primary 

mediators in the family. 

With regard to the influence of social networks in relation to mobile persons, there are 

only references to weekend marriages in Spain though the studies mentioned earlier. Ruiz 

Becerril’s research (2003) shows that couples in this situation usually have very good 

relationships with their parents and even very good close relationships with their in-laws. As 

far as friendships are concerned, a certain distancing takes place because of a lack of time, as 

weekends are devoted to spouses or partners. However, these networks remain intact and are 

even expanded with new friends. 

Rodrigo Soriano’s study (2005) on the maintenance of friendships shows that as a 

general rule, these relationships become weaker for several reasons. Some married couples 

find that the intensity of the relationships diminishes because there is less available time, as 

part of this time is taken up by commuting; this significantly reduces opportunities to be with 

old friends. These friendships might also be weakened because couples prefer to spend the 

little time they have together by themselves. Nevertheless, there are cases in which old 

friendships are not only maintained, but the network is expanded in the new workplace. 

According to the author, this especially takes place when the woman is the one who works 

outside of the home environment. 
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4.2. Social support, social networks and social capital 

The establishment and maintenance of informal networks through family solidarity 

has given rise to the formation of what some authors have called a “Mediterranean family 

system” (Flaquer, 2004 and 2005). The family network acts as reserve “relational capital” 

which, depending on needs and circumstances, can be activated to resolve problems which 

must be faced in the course of one’s life. The type of help that can be obtained from the 

family network is very extensive, ranging from a feeling of belonging to a community, which 

operates on the basis of ascriptive and particularist values, to benefits with no direct 

compensation in return in the form of money or services, including the inheritance of means 

of subsistence. Meil (2001) has summarised these forms of assistance as belonging to several 

groups: a) Those relating to the care and nurture of children, especially when they are or were 

small, of pre-school age; b) Staying at a relative’s home; c) The flow of money or property 

within the family network; and d) Help in the routine running of the household. 

Different studies have established the importance of these family networks in 

maintaining well-being in Spain69. Among the most significant of these is the one conducted 

by Pérez Díaz et al (1998), which demonstrates the contributions of this network in areas such 

as education, unemployment, health care and pensions. Its development also makes it possible 

to take advantage of substantial intergenerational services (Pérez, 2004) and economic 

support from elders (Trinidad, 2005); it is even the best avenue for finding work (Requena, 

1991 and 1996). This has given rise to the fact that different authors look upon these 

networks, on a micro level, as a “domestic social security system” (Meil, 2003), and on a 

macro level, as the real Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs in Spain (Iglesias de Ussel, 

1998). 

5. Quality of Life 

5.1. Subjective well-being, health related issues and spatial mobility 

Different studies conducted on quality of life for both a Spanish (La Caixa, 2004; 

Sastre, 2003) and European context (EU Report, 2005) demonstrate the demand for and high 

value that these citizens place on obtaining more free time and maintaining family or 

community relationships. The greater spatial mobility in today’s societies goes against both 

principles, because a more mobile life reduces free time, which on many occasions is meant 
                                                 
 
69 See: Sarasa and Moreno (1995), FOESSA (1995), González Seara (1999), Simón Alfonso and Rejado (2000) 
and Rodríguez Cabrero (2002). 



L. Ayuso Sánchez, G. Meil Landwerlin Chapter 7 Literature on Job Mobility in Spain 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 153 

to be enjoyed as a family. 

In the Spanish bibliography on this subject, there are no studies that have specifically 

discussed the effects of mobility on quality of life (despite the fact that some studies have 

used a large number of indicators). However, references located in some works indicate the 

increased level of general dissatisfaction that this practice causes. For example, the results 

(mentioned earlier) from the ECVT (2004) show that commuters consider themselves to be 

more dissatisfied with the amount of free time they have and with their lives, but not 

unhappier than others. Nevertheless, if they could, they would like to change jobs in order to 

be able to spend more time with their families and friends. 

De Miguel’s (2002) analysis on quality of working life views the time required to 

travel to work as a major disturbance in the living conditions of individuals, as it is time that 

must be added to the workday, is not gratifying in the least, and has increased in recent years 

as part of an urban lifestyle. However, Módenas and López (2004) point out that in most 

countries, dissatisfaction with the distance travelled in the daily commute to work is not a 

decisive factor for residential mobility70. 

In some countries, such as Spain and Greece, for example, the less satisfaction there is 

with the distance of the daily commute, the more residential mobility is reduced. In countries 

like Spain, dissatisfaction with the distance between one’s home and work is linked to the 

difficulty of introducing mobility into one's residential history. Even with a change of 

residence, the first thing to suffer is the relationship with the workplace. Spain is the country 

with the highest percentage of individuals who say that their satisfaction with the distance 

they travel to work declined after they changed residence (nearly 40% compared to the typical 

figure of 30%). 

 

                                                 
 
70 The expected relationship (more satisfaction, more mobility) only appears in some countries, such as France 
and Austria, for example. For most of the population, it is difficult to make residential adjustments when the 
relationship between the location of the home and that of the workplace is not satisfactory, or such a change is 
not worthwhile if this dissatisfaction is linked to a lack of security of continuity, as so often happens. 
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Gil Viry, Vincent Kaufmann, and Eric Widmer 

V I I I .  L i t e r a t u r e  o n  J o b  M o b i l i t y  i n  S w i t z e r l a n d  

1. Overview 

Despite the ever-increasing importance of the phenomenon of spatial mobility, few 

scientific studies about mobility were carried out in Switzerland and are even less about the 

link between mobility and family life or social capital. This Swiss literature review will then 

essentially be based on some studies of a handful of authors. In the first section we focus on 

studies about mobility in a general way and motility, the potential of mobility. The second 

section reviews studies linking the family topic with geographical mobility, in particular the 

spatial aspects of the family life. The third section treats the issues about the interaction 

between the job market and mobility. Finally, in the forth and last section, we will present the 

outputs concerning spatial capital, social integration and mobility. 

2. Job mobility and motility (incl. infrastructure) 

2.1. Demands of high mobility of modern life 

The potential of mobility, or “motility,” is an essential aspect of social integration in 

highly advanced societies, which have experienced a multiplication of the ways in which 

people can travel through time and space (Urry, 2000a; Kaufmann, 2002). Spatial restrictions 

of the recent past have been replaced by strategic choices and differentiation between types of 

mobility. In addition, technological and social innovations are continually widening the realm 

of possibilities for mobility, with the result that individuals and social groups are constantly 

expected to adapt to these changes. This requires competences. 

The combination of transportation modes (car, airplane, walking) and forms of 

mobility (physical, virtual, telephone, SMS…) has become essential in a context where the 

activity spheres within a single day have increased in number and have spread farther apart. 

Flamm (2004) has shown that such a combination is used as a resource to ward off the spatial 

and temporal incompatibilities that actors must contend with. For Larsen et al. (2005) 

juggling between different means of transport and mobility forms (physical, virtual, phone…) 

becomes central in a context of multiplication and spatial separation of the spheres of activity 

during the day. 
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2.2. Mobility potential or motility: the access to transport infrastructure 

A first dimension of motility is accessibility to different forms and degrees of 

mobility. Generally speaking, it means the conditions (in terms of price, schedule, etc.) under 

which the available supply can be used. Therefore, accessibility concerns service. It deals 

with all the financial and spatial-temporal conditions necessary for available means of 

transportation and communication to be used. 

According to Kaufmann et al. (2004), access refers to the range of possible mobilities 

according to place, time and other contextual constraints, which may be influenced by 

networks and dynamics within territories. Access is constrained by options and conditions. 

The options refer to the entire range of means of transportation and communication available, 

and the entire range of services and equipment accessible at a given time. The conditions refer 

to the accessibility of the options in terms of location-specific cost, logistics and other 

constraints. Obviously, access depends on the spatial distribution of the population and 

infrastructure (e.g. towns and cities provide a different range of choices of goods and 

services), sedimentation of spatial policies (e.g. transportation and accessibility), and socio-

economic position (e.g. purchasing power, position in a hierarchy, or social network). 

Differences in the access of transport can lead to new forms of space segregation. 

Multi-residentiality, multi-occupationality, or bridging relatively large distances between the 

place of occupation and residence is far more likely among certain categories of the 

population (e.g. certain households, specific household members, regions of residence, 

occupational groups). Suburban ghettoisation and dependence on cars are some of the 

consequences (Kaufmann, 2002) which lead to yet further social differentiation. 

An important issue is the impact of the urban context on motility, in particular on the 

accessibility to means of transportation, and the consequences for family life. Many families 

in Europe are attracted to neighbourhoods on the outskirts rather than in the city centre. This 

is why ownership of a detached house is a strong desire among individuals due to the reasons 

of space appropriation and forms of socialisation. Such a home symbolises a certain degree of 

success for the family and is often perceived as being necessary for a child’s development 

(e.g., the garden allows a young child a degree of independence that would never be possible 

in a multiple-family residence). In many countries, this desire is often materialised by a 

residence in the outer suburbs. This leads to a “suburbanisation,” an increased “spatial 

fragmentation of the urban surfaces” (Schuler et al. 1997) and the emergence of new public 
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spaces built around places of consumption (Mangin, 2004). These new locations are 

characterised by accessibility that is mainly based on the automobile and by few amenities in 

general. The desire to live outside the city does indeed affect the daily mobility of families. 

Many pre-teens and teenagers in the suburbs depend heavily on their parents to get around 

(Ascher, 1998; Kaufmann, 2001). As a consequence, there is a reduction of the leisure time of 

women in particular (Klöckner, 1998). 

Families living in the city also have their share of problems when it comes to daily 

mobility, but they are mostly related to the dangers of the street (Chombart de Lauwe, 1977; 

Hillman, 1993). This situation also leads to adults regularly accompanying their children to 

the park, to school, and to extra-curricular activities. Teens, on the other hand, have greater 

spatial independence in city centres (Kaufmann & Flamm, 2003). 

The two types of contexts, urban and suburban, have different implications for a 

child's mobility. They result in the reshuffling of some of the stages punctuating the 

acquisition of motility. The right to go to school alone and play in the street is replaced by 

having to be accompanied and not being allowed to play outside without adult supervision. As 

a result, the process of the child being given and assuming independence is transferred from 

childhood to adolescence, and is much less gradual (Hillman, 1993). These situations indicate 

an interruption in the process of the acquisition of independence in growing children, which 

leads to a lack of socialisation in the urban milieu that may prove to be dangerous when 13-14 

year-olds do finally and suddenly obtain greater independence. Ttheir perception of the 

dangers is inaccurate (Rosenbaum, 1993). Context is therefore a key element in the 

acquisition of motility and the steps leading up to it. 

The importance of context increases when the residential location does not entirely 

correspond to the family’s aspirations, when it is the result of choices generally conditioned 

by the housing market, with the result that it is often not possible to live where one would 

ideally like. What happens, for example, in the case of family members who appreciate 

independence and openness, and who live in an outer suburban area devoid of public spaces, 

nearby amenities, or access to public transport? The few pieces of research dealing with such 

cases suggest that tensions are generated among the household members that are related to the 

constraints of space and time dependence (Kaufmann et al., 2001). 
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2.3. Mobility potential or motility: the competences 

A second factor of motility is the competences to recognise and make use of access to 

mobility. According to Kaufmann et al. (2004), there are three particularly important aspects 

of competences: physical ability, e.g. the ability to transfer an entity from one place to another 

within given constraints; acquired know-how relating to rules and regulations of movement, 

e.g. licenses, permits, specific knowledge of the terrain or codes and organisational skills, 

such as the organisation of activities in time and in space and how they are planned (ahead of 

time, by reaction, etc.). Competence is multifaceted and interdependent with access and 

appropriation. 

Competences are related to socialisation and the issue of how a child acquires motility 

is central. Different studies (Bozon & Villeneuve-Gokalp, 1994; Kegerreis, 1993; Klöckner, 

1993) have shown that this acquisition develops in stages rather than in a straight line. The 

process begins when the child is learning to walk, then continues when permission is given to 

play unaccompanied at a friend's house. It goes on with travelling alone in the daytime, and 

then in the evening. At each stage, there is the potential for negotiation (de Singly, 2001; 

Depras, 2001), but the terms often differ according to the sex of the child. The process of 

acquiring spatial autonomy, which leads to motility, illustrates the systemic nature linking its 

three dimensions. 

Travelling alone implies access to means of transport. However, although motorised 

means of transportation are very much in the forefront of children's minds as a symbol of 

freedom, children can only use such means of transport as passengers. Their appropriation 

therefore takes place through play. Concerning the choice of various means of transport, the 

social representations play an important part. While the automobile is highly prized 

(Perchanchon et al., 1991), as is the motorcycle, public transportation retains an undesirable 

social representation because of the restrictions imposed by its routes and schedules. It also 

involves travelling with other people (Kaufmann, 2000). These social representations can 

condition children's demands in the area of transportation and will be the focus of negotiations 

between them and their parents over acquiring the skills that will allow them to master a 

motorised vehicle, and subsequently the purchase or availability of a vehicle. For that matter, 

in terms of appropriation, learning to drive is a unique time in the relationship between young 

adults and their parents. On the one hand, driving lessons restore parental authority and on the 

other, they foster a relationship of mutual trust (Perchanchon, 2002). Using transportation 

unaccompanied as a teenager involves transgressions of societal rules with varying degrees of 
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parental approval, tolerance, or tacit encouragement, depending on the mode of family 

functioning (Kaufmann & Widmer, 2006). These transgressions range from tampering with 

the engines of mopeds or scooters, to speeding in a car, reckless behaviour on a motorcycle, 

and riding on public transport without paying. 

2.4. Mobility potential or motility: the appropriation, the culture of mobility 

The third and last dimension of motility is appropriation. For Kaufmann et al. (2004), 

it refers to how agents (including individuals, groups, networks, or institutions) interpret and 

act upon perceived or real access and skills. It describes how agents consider, deem 

appropriate, and select specific options. Appropriation is also the means by which skills and 

decisions are evaluated. Therefore it is shaped by needs, plans, aspirations and understandings 

of agents, related to strategies, motives, values and habits and strongly correlated to the 

culture of mobility. 

On the basis of a national study, Bassand et al. (1985) showed that the Swiss 

population is very divided about the opposing values of residential mobility and sedentary 

lifestyle. Responding to the question about national identity against mobility/broaden one’s 

horizons, 52% of the population choose a sedentary lifestyle and a rooting in a locality against 

47% for mobility. Among the last-mentioned are over-represented the foreigners, the less than 

35-year-old people, the high education group and the professionally active medium social 

stratum. They are also the categories the most mobile. Those who privilege the sedentary 

lifestyle are mainly the oldest, the low educated people, the small self-employed workers, the 

working class and the inhabitants of the peripheral regions. Contrary to the former categories, 

for several of them, the experienced mobility is sometimes quite high, like in the peripheral 

regions. In the suburban areas, the population is in favour of mobility without having a high 

mobility rate. 

In the beginning of the eighties, Bassand et al. (1985) observed that the attitude and 

plans related to the professional activity of the Swiss population did not lead much to 

mobility. Only a male minority, rather high managers or university graduates, already familiar 

to a certain mobility and with good chances of promotion, took a stand on being ready to 

move to another region for professional reasons. 
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2.5. Mobility potential or motility: a resource 

Depending on context, individual actors, groups and institutions differ in access, 

competence and appropriation, and therefore have at their disposal different motility options, 

which constitute a resource. Kaufmann et al. (2004) consider motility as a form of capital, in 

the sense that it forms theoretical and empirical links with, and can be exchanged for, other 

types of capital (i.e. economic, cultural and social capital). According to these authors, 

beyond the vertical or hierarchical quality that all forms of capital share (i.e. a distribution 

from low to high), motility has an additional horizontal quality in that spatial constraints and 

other contexts impose a more differentiated perspective on this form of capital. Motility then 

refers to both vertical and horizontal dimensions of social position. When motility becomes 

mobility, it can do so in a variety of ways. These forms are interlinked and related to specific 

social temporal realities, for example the day and the week for daily mobility, the month and 

year for trips, the year and life cycle for residential mobility, and life history for migration. 

They also involve intermediate temporal realities, as is the case for the hybrid forms of 

mobility currently in formation, such as multiple residences (Kaufmann, 2002). These 

different forms of mobility have reciprocal effects on one another. 

3. Family functioning, family structure, family development 

Beyond the above observations, relatively little is known about how people acquire 

motility. Contrary to the dominant tendency in research to consider motility as an individual 

trait that depends mainly on innate strategies or skills (Le Breton, 2002), one perspective of 

research is to examine how the various competences and resources required to be (potentially) 

mobile may be related with the way families function, notably through negotiation and the 

transfer of these resources between parents and children. 

3.1. Family functioning 

Starting from the assumption that motility depends on the day-to-day functioning of 

the family, Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) propose three dimensions of family functioning 

(Widmer, Kellerhals & Levy, 2003, 2006), which may be related to the acquisition of specific 

forms of motility: 

- Autonomy/fusion refers to the amount of individual resources that are controlled by 

the family as a whole. It refers to the degree to which these resources are shared, but also the 

extent to which the members of the family unit allow their use to be put under the control of 
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the family as a group. In its extremes, this area defines two very different methods of 

cohesion, the first based on the values of consensus and similarity, and strongly opposes 

differences and divergences among family members, while the second by contrast emphasises 

the values of maintaining individual specificities. In that case, a good family is one where 

dialogue and exchange occur over these particularities rather than concern over resemblance 

(Kellerhals, 1987; Kellerhals et al., 1984; Widmer et al., 2003; Widmer, Kellerhals, Levy, 

2004a). 

- Openness/closure with respect to the outside world refers to how the family unit 

seeks or restricts contact with the outside (Reiss, 1971). The end cases identified in this 

respect are on one side, extreme openness (i.e., the external world is perceived as a key 

component of the internal functioning without the family unit being threatened with 

suffocation), and on the other side, extreme withdrawal (i.e., restricting contact with the 

outside world is seen by the family as being absolutely necessary to maintain internal models) 

(Kantor & Lehr, 1975; Widmer et al., 2004a). In the latter case, the outside world is perceived 

as a threat to the unit, either because it fosters a kind of ideological competition (different 

ideologies and doing things), or because it causes rash emotional or material expenditure. 

- Regulation deals with how the family members coordinate. At one extreme, 

regulation is mainly prescriptive with general rules, sometimes followed ritualistically, mark 

out everyday life. Roles of spouses or partners are clearly split: Men are centred on work-

related activities and women on the home and children. Open conflicts are avoided as much as 

possible, even at the expense of self-expression. At the other end of the continuum, family 

regulation is based essentially on open communication. The family members seek to agree on 

the significance of an event or situation by adapting their reactions quite varied and strongly 

negotiated to each case (Kellerhals et al., 1984). The negotiation process appears to be more 

important than the result. The main family goal is therefore dialogue rather than consensus. 

The emphasis on the rights and duties corresponding to a status (wife, husband, child, oldest, 

youngest, boy, or girl, etc.) is cast aside. A great deal of flexibility is required for the 

arrangements of daily life. 

According to Kaufmann and Widmer (2006), these family dynamics may generate 

accessibilities, skills, and appropriations that are specific and unequal in terms of mobility. 

In families that give priority to individuals over the group, developing the children's 

capacity for self-regulation is considered of primary importance (Kellerhals & Montandon, 
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1991). Children must very quickly learn to make choices, build individual strategies, and take 

responsibility if they fail in all areas of daily life. In this case, there is a lot of latitude for 

negotiation, which is encouraged by the parents. According to Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) 

this attitude may then be reflected in how mobility is managed. Families oriented towards 

independence place greater value in the fact of a child being able to travel on his own without 

the need for family resources. They tend to allow their children more independence in their 

choice of destinations and trips, and control their schedules less. Some research on family 

socialisation, which includes spatial skills indicators, tend to suggest that these children learn 

to develop individual skills to manage the space outside the immediate family sphere faster. 

Therefore, families who adopt a contractual style of socialisation, where independence is 

valued, promote higher scores among preteens for individual competence in managing space 

(Kellerhals, Montandon, & Ritschard, 1992). By contrast, those families who give priority to 

the group and to the collective dynamic seek to make their children dependent on the family 

means of mobility. Their intention is to make travel time into collective time that the family 

will share. They are also more involved in the process of selecting the destinations and routes 

of their children. The mobility skills developed here therefore have much more to do with the 

family than the individual; a mobility that some people, in referring to individuals in 

precarious situations, have called dependent (Le Breton, 2002). From a different perspective, 

Olson and his colleagues have underlined that moderate levels of togetherness and 

separateness between family members are correlated with a higher level of autonomy of 

children, while keeping their closeness with parents (Olson, 1986; Peterson, Hann, 1999). 

For Kaufmann and Widmer (2006), the family's relationship to the outside world may 

also be closely related to motility. In families that are relatively isolated, the mobility of 

individual members is regarded with suspicion, as it is seen as a real threat for both the child 

and the family dynamics as a whole. External activities implying new friends, or classmates 

unknown to the parents, are all perceived with mistrust (Kellerhals et al., 1984). In such cases, 

outside trips are limited, visits to friends, classmates, and others are carefully controlled, and 

the child is allowed to visit only certain places with very specific instructions as to the routes 

to take. In this context, Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) hypothesise that the preferred 

residential location will be suburban, which will allow for such control since the child's 

mobility independence is de facto not an issue. Similarly, according to the same hypothesis, 

certain means of transport, such as the automobile will be given preference. In fact, those 

means will precisely allow the family to maintain a fence even beyond the walls of their 

home. By contrast, families who value communication with their environment will push their 
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children and teenagers to actively occupy space, to appropriate places, and to develop the 

skills that will allow them to make the most of their relationship with space. Kaufmann and 

Widmer (2006) hypothesise that these families will choose residential locations with a wealth 

of nearby amenities, allowing their children to integrate into their surroundings and to socially 

appropriate the city. 

Finally, valuing a prescriptive type of regulation is associated with control over all of 

the child's daily activities that belongs to a style of socialisation referred to as “authoritarian,” 

according to Baumrind’s classical typology (1971). This case involves very tight control over 

all of the child's activities, notably those that involve doing things outside the family. Outings 

are limited and strict curfews are imposed, with the territorial limits of outings are monitored 

and restricted. Moreover, in this style, the degree of independence permitted depends heavily 

on the child's status. The external activities of girls, for example, are monitored more closely 

than those of boys (de Singly, 2001, Buffet, 2002). Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) therefore 

assume that the inequality of accessibilities, skills, and appropriations of space between the 

sexes and among different age groups will affect these aspects more than in other cases. 

Motility in such families, supposedly, then becomes a power game, where a child or teenager 

must, under no circumstances, be allowed to escape from parental authority. However, the 

terms “control” and “monitoring” must be distinguished from one another, with the latter 

referring more to the “support” aspect of socialisation that is expressed through attention, 

interest, and regular communication between parents and children, especially with respect to 

mobility. A great deal of the research, especially in the Anglo-Saxon world, has shown that 

monitoring is an important aspect of life course development (Bogenschneider, Small, Tsay, 

1997; Lamborn et al., 1991)71. 

In families based on contractual regulation, the independence of children and 

teenagers is seen more as an object that must be negotiated to account for the interests, 

desires, and sometimes contradictory activities of each person. The idea of openness to 

reflexive opportunities that is increasingly becoming a part of everyday life in progressively 

modern societies surfaces here again (Flamm, 2004). The influence of a child's sex or age is 

weakened, and the issue is rather to try to match projects that sometimes conflict with one 

another, for instance when parents want to go to the cinema and their child is invited to a 

                                                 
 
71 Parental monitoring implies active communication between parents and children or teenagers. It is 
characterised by items such as: "When I go out at night, my parents know where I am" (Small & Kerns, 1993) 
and "If my child will be coming home late, he lets me know" (Bogenschneider, Small, & Tsay, 1997). 
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birthday party some distance away. In order to resolve such complex situations, each person is 

encouraged to develop mobility skills that allow him or her to sit at the negotiating table with 

a card in hand. While negotiation is at the heart of the process of acquiring motility, as 

emphasised above, motility may assume very distinct forms and unequal intensity depending 

on the importance attributed within the family environment to individual independence or 

collective integration (Widmer et al., 2003). 

Research shows that these dimensions (“autonomy/fusion,” “openness/closure,” and 

“negotiation/status”) are relatively orthogonal with respect to one another (Widmer et al., 

2004a). Their presence in specific styles of family interaction may therefore further increase 

the effect on motility described above according to Kaufmann and Widmer (2006). The two 

researchers assume that the children in a family that is simultaneously closed, fusional, and 

status oriented (a type known as a “Bastion”) would have more restricted motility than those 

in an open family where independence is prized and the level of statutory regulation is 

relatively low. Unfortunately, there are no studies that analyse the combined effects of these 

aspects of family functioning on motility. 

Finally, an important point is that these aspects are quite closely linked to the family's 

financial and cultural resources. When these are plentiful, independence, openness to the 

outside world, and negotiated regulation are given priority whereas few external resources 

result in family closure, priority of the group, and a more traditional regulation (Widmer et 

al., 2004a). The style of family interactions therefore undoubtedly explains in part the 

variations in the social distribution of motility, which is more concentrated at the top than at 

the bottom of the social scale, especially regarding the differences in motility with respect to 

content (Kaufmann, 2002). 

3.2. Family structures 

Family structures, in addition to family functioning, affect motility, with certain 

structures producing higher mobility potential. In many cases, having divorced parents creates 

the necessity for a child to navigate between two households (Antony, 1987; Kaufmann & 

Flamm, 2003). A structural incentive to be mobile therefore exists in this type of family 

(Fagnani 2000), which expresses itself in different practices. The research carried out on this 

subject shows that children in shared custody situations have more freedom with respect to 

going out (Decup-Pannier, 2000). Nevertheless, two substantially different family situations 

exist following a divorce (Le Gall, 1996; Martin, 1997). In the first, which is over-represented 
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in the working class, divorce leads to a complete rupture, with the woman and children on one 

side, and the man on the other. In case of remarriage, the new husband meets the majority of 

needs previously met by the former spouse. In the second case, which is the most common 

occurrence in families with a high level of cultural and financial resources, divorce does not 

lead to a break-down of the relationship between the former spouses. Instead, the relationship 

between the children and the parent without custody remains relatively active, with the spouse 

of the custodial parent playing much more of a complementary role rather than that of a 

substitute. In this second case, the former spouses often choose their residential locations to 

facilitate access of both “homes” to the children. The individuals then acquire mobility skills 

that allow them to manage this more complex family space, in a way that combines more or 

less harmoniously individual incentives with collective motivations. Divorce and 

reconstituted families therefore affect the acquisition of motility differently, depending on the 

social and cultural resources at the disposal of the family. Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) 

assume that these structures reinforce the trend among poorer families towards non-motility 

and the trend among wealthy families towards motility. 

3.3. Family life cycle 

In their study about mobile and sedentary living in Switzerland, Bassand et al. (1985) 

showed that in spite of a residential mobility disposition, people seem to share values of 

sedentary lifestyle and stability. In general terms, the more people progress in their life cycle 

(i.e. getting married, living in a household with children and aged 35 and more), the less they 

long to live new mobile experiences and the more they dream of sedentary lifestyle and local 

integration. This disposition for residential mobility is also linked with the self-evaluation of 

the commune of residence. The older an individual, the more positively the person evaluates 

their commune whereas the younger a person is, the more critical he/she becomes. The 

immobility is then maximal if a long duration of residence in the commune creates a familiar 

feeling to be part of the locality. The influence of life cycle on mobility acceptance is however 

smaller for particular categories, such as low education groups or people who are not living in 

their region of socialisation. Among the latter, many are living in the locality for a short 

amount of time and have the project to leave in their region of origin. 

3.4. Family and spatial context 

The possibilities offered by the local job market are an important factor to explain 

differences of family dynamics according to the spatial context (Dümmler, 2004; Bühler, 

2002, Bühlmann et al. 2005) (see next section). 
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In Switzerland the spatial context of a family plays an important part also by the fact 

that family policy comes under the authority of the cantonal level (family allocation) or 

communal (day-care centre for children) according to the principle of subsidiarity. Studies 

showed that these local family policies intervene as additional mechanism between the labour 

market and the functioning of the household (Dafflon, 2003, Fux, 2002, forthcoming). 

Another effect can be related on the equipment and the infrastructure, which is present in 

certain contexts and is able to influence the housework sharing. Thus a residential context, 

well equipped in parks, in shops, in public transport and considered to be sure, could further 

the spatial independence of the children and limit the tasks of accompaniment for the parents. 

Such independence could reduce the tasks to be shared and in this way favours a certain 

egalitarianism between men and women. On the contrary, the opposite situation could further 

an unequal division of housework, especially when the woman is more often at the house 

(Kaufmann & Widmer, 2006). 

In their study on the influence of the context of residence on the division of 

housework within couples, Bühlmann et al. show that there is no spatial standardisation of 

marital lifestyles in Switzerland. Particularly, between metropolitan centres, suburban 

communities and peripheral communities major differences prevail in the functioning within 

the couples. Contrary to the assumption of a broad homogenisation and urbanisation of 

Switzerland by the improvement of accessibilities of the transport networks (Bassand et al. 

1988), the family functioning in the periphery remains more traditional than in the 

metropolitan centres. Moreover, the suburban communes are characterised by a family 

functioning more traditional and unequal in comparison with the metropolitan centres. The 

suburban context, at the same time close to natural areas and to services and jobs of the city, 

presents a marital lifestyle, which is more conservative. 

A first explication given by the authors is the differences of the demographic 

composition according to the spatial context. The metropolitan centres are characterised by 

the strong presence of young couples on the one hand and of old couples on the other hand. 

This is probably due to the offer of schooling in the case of the youth and of health 

institutions in the case of retired couples. By these couples not having yet children or being in 

their phase of post-children, the absence of child reduces the volume of housework. This can 

contribute to a more equal division, especially because the absence of children in the 

household coincides by these couples with a phase of professional non-activity. The suburban 

communes are characterised by an over-representation of couples, who have children and are 
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in a professionally active period of life. Kaufmann et al. (2001) hypothesise that the suburban 

context corresponds to a privileged destination of young families of the middle class, in the 

search of a favourable environment to bring up their children. 

A second explication can be related to the socio-occupational composition of the 

contexts. The metropolitan centres are over-represented by well-to-do social groups, endowed 

with a better education level and also by the most destitute social category (skilled and 

unskilled workers). Thus, Bühlmann et al. hypothesise that equal cultural patterns of common 

life by the first groups and the insufficiency of only one income to ensure the needs of the 

household among the second group contribute to the over-representation of egalitarian 

couples in the metropolitan centres. In the periphery, people with a high education level are 

strongly under-represented. The social structure of this context is characterised by a large 

proportion of small self-employed workers, either peasants or craftsmen, whose material base 

is directly or indirectly related to the agricultural economy. The authors conclude from it that 

the economic functioning of this type of household requires in the majority of the cases a full-

time job of the man. Even if the woman probably also takes part in the exploitation, the 

traditional division of work is very present. 

Stassen (2002) studied the influence of the “sexuation” of the spatial context, in terms 

of the division of the family roles, the schooling rate of women, the proportion of female 

employment and the results of vote for a lower inequality between men and women, on family 

dynamics. He showed that the dimension of the participation of women in the labour market 

exerts the most influence on the marital functioning. In contexts where the women are the 

most integrated into the labour market, the marital functioning is more characterised by 

closure and autonomy. However, this family form is also identified as the most related with 

conjugal conflicts (Widmer et al., 2003). This output suggests that a context favourable to the 

insertion of women in the labour market makes more difficult their family insertion, in 

particular marital. In the most gendered contexts, on the opposite, the couples characterised 

by both openness and fusion are over-represented, i.e. also those which have the best 

functional assets to succeed in marital life. 

Stassen (2002) observed that more than the family functioning, it is the self-evaluation 

of the quality of conjugal life which is more influenced by the “sexuation” of the spatial 

context, and more precisely by the most significant of its dimension: the employment rate of 

women. He showed the tendency that this self-evaluation is more positive in regions where 
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the female employment rate is low, and this whatever the regional instruction rate. 

In their empirical model, Bassand et al. (2005) showed that the dimension centre-

periphery is a relevant dimension orienting the occupational mobility practices and 

dispositions. The probability to move is higher in the peripheral regions than in the central 

ones, because, on the one hand, the social success is linked with the migration to the centres 

and, on the other hand, this travel involves often a migration back to the country of origin. 

Although the inhabitants of big centres have a lower migration rate, which can be explained 

by better job opportunities and amenities, their disposition for occupational mobility remains 

generally stronger. This tendency is intensified by the presence of foreigners in the 

metropolitan centres. However, these authors showed that the parallelism between realised 

mobility and attitude towards mobility are not tenuous at all. The regions where the 

valorisation of mobility is the strongest are the suburban regions and the medium centres. Yet 

there are not the regions where the mobile behaviours are the more frequent. Quite the 

opposite, the wish to be rooted in a locality is the strongest in the peripheral (industrial, agro-

tertiary sector) regions where the mobility practices are higher than average. This 

dissymmetry could results from a constrained mobility, which seems characterise the higher 

mobility in the peripheral regions. 

Bassand et al. (2005) measured interestingly that central regions are associated with 

the absence of opinion about carrier plans and mobility. The dynamism of carrier plans is 

more specific to inhabitants of small and medium centres and of the peripheral regions. 

However, the considered travels, in order to realise them, depends on the life cycle and less 

on the localisation. 

4. Job market 

4.1. Social mobility and spatial mobility 

Following other research on the subject (Lévy, 2000, Schneider, Limmer, & 

Ruckdeschel, 2002), Kaufmann et al. (2004) have demonstrated that in the job market where 

flexibility is a prized asset, motility is a key resource for the career of anyone aspiring to 

upward mobility. It is through the concept of motility that these authors propose to study the 

links between spatial and social mobility, their antecedents, and their consequences on a 

micro, a meso and a macro-level of analysis. On a meso-level of analysis for example, access 

to, and appropriation of, the means of spatial mobility may strongly depend on household 

arrangements, which will create different opportunities and constraints for social mobility 
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across household members. 

On a macro-level of analysis, social mobilities and space could be studied in relation 

to business corporations. The migration of a business could be compared with a social 

elevator. Wealth or poverty, jobs, infrastructure, etc., were created or destroyed according to 

the geographical origin and destination of the corporate move (Bassand et al., 1985). 

Geographic change went hand-in-hand with changes of occupation, employment status and 

social position. Nowadays, the situation is more complicated due in part to the capacity to act 

remotely, to be here and there at the same time (Ascher, 2000), as well as the relative mobility 

of households to follow jobs. According to Kaufmann et al. (2004) we have passed from a 

mode of territorialised spatialisation to a dynamic reticular mode. The capacity to act 

remotely, a particular focus of motility, goes hand-in-hand with the development of technical 

networks of communication and transport, which makes this possible. 

Lévy et al. (1997) analysed the impact of the spatial context on professional 

trajectories and on social mobility. They observed firstly that in the peripheral regions, 

women are distinctly more numerous to have a discontinuous professional trajectory, which 

constitutes the evidence of a stronger gender division of work. Moreover, the ascending 

mobility (vertical mobility between the parent and the person questioned) is clearly stronger 

in the small and medium centres. On the contrary, the descending mobility is more frequent in 

the peripheral regions and in the big centres. The regional variations are accentuated in the 

course of professional career and persons living in the periphery have particularly difficulties 

to rise socially. Concerning the horizontal mobility (changes of economic branches), it is 

greater in the regions of big and medium centres than in the regions of small centres and the 

periphery. The horizontal mobility favours in all spatial contexts a vertical mobility, but this 

one is much more often descending in the most peripheral regions. The tendency is reversed 

in the most central areas. 

The study of Lévy et al. (1997) showed also a large homogeneity of the “ways” of 

social mobility in the regions of big and medium centres. This result seems to confirm that the 

commuters flux between big cities and cities of medium size reach such an importance that 

they widen the work basin (Schuler, Kaufmann, 1996). 

Lévy et al. (1997) analysed also the links between the national and international 

migration and the professional trajectories. They noticed that the social mobility is quite 

differentiated according to the migration type. With regarding to the vertical mobility between 
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the parent and the person questioned aged 25 years old, there are no significant differences 

according to the spatial mobility type (national, international, and no migration). For the 

mobility between the parent and the person questioned aged 45 years old, the descending 

mobility is stronger in case of national migration, but above all of international. The migrants 

have difficulties to realise a social rise. However the analyse of the professional trajectories 

between 25 and 45 years old show an exception to this difficulty encountered by the migrants. 

The horizontal mobility combined with national migration allows a social rise very clearly. 

This output corroborates the observations of Bassand et al. (1985), showing that the social 

mobility of the inhabitants of the peripheral regions is linked with a migration to a centre, and 

then a return to the region of origin. 

4.2. Spatial mobility choices according to opportunities and requirements of the 
job market 

Bühlmann et al. (2005) showed that the division of housework in the couple depends 

strongly on the participation of the two partners in the labour market. The situations where the 

man has a higher activity rate lead to a strong inequality in the housework sharing. Only when 

the two partners have a full-time job or the two have a part-time job is there a substantial 

equality of the housework. 

The participation of the two partners in the labour market is mediated by contextual 

mechanisms dependent on the local employment structure. The urban and metropolitan areas 

concentrate the particularly “feminised” economic branches (teaching, heath and social 

sector), which offer a larger variety of jobs and full-time jobs by women and part-time job by 

men, consequently creating a more equal division of housework. On the contrary, the 

predominant economic sectors in the peripheral areas (agriculture, craft industry, small trade) 

are characterised by a less variety of jobs and are only seldom favourable to part-time jobs of 

men and full-time jobs of women. 

Finally, in the suburban context, commuting is particularly frequent. While the urban 

centres (all types of centres) have an outgoing commuting from only 20%, this of the 

suburban centres comes to almost 70% according to data of the Swiss census (OFS, 2004). 

The localisation of the residence according to the place of work, as well as the means of 

transport at disposal and the time necessary to reach it, play a decisive part for the housework 

sharing. If the time of travel to go to work is important and if one of the partners does not 

return at midday or leaves early in the morning and return late in the evening, there are 
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chances that the other partner carries out a larger part of the housework and child care. In a 

suburban context where the women take part particularly little in the labour market, 

Bühlmann et al. (2005) hypothesise firstly that this localisation reinforces the inequality in the 

division of housework since the man does not go back at midday and comes home only late in 

the evening. Secondly, the absence of the man limits the access of the woman to the labour 

market. 

The participation of the couples with children in the labour market is also mediated by 

the possibilities to take charge of the children during the working hours. Thus, the density of 

the infrastructures of child care (for very young children but also for children going to school) 

is a capital factor for the division of housework. Since no precise data exist at the national 

level, Bühlmann et al. (2005) carried out an exploratory analysis in the canton of Zurich, 

which showed that the suburban communes have a low quality of the infrastructures of child 

care. While extrapolating from this result, the authors hypothesise that on a national scale, the 

difference between rural and urban areas are even larger and contribute to the production of 

gender inequalities. 

5. Social integration, social capital 

5.1. Social capital and mobility types, Composition of networks 

As family networks shape motility, motility shapes interpersonal ties among adults. 

The study of Pitrou (1978) and more recently that of Coenen-Huther et al. (1994) about the 

solidarity network in the family has showed that couples or individuals with low residential 

motility belong to networks that are focused on family ties. There is a strong human density 

of relations in this type of network since the majority of its members are interconnected (Bott, 

1957). Ties tend to be strong rather than weak (Granovetter, 2000), i.e. characterised by 

duration, emotional intensity, and multiplexity. By contrast, individuals with strong 

residential mobility have networks that are more open, more varied, less dense (all members 

of one’s networks do not necessarily know one another), and less centred on the family. To 

summarise, residential mobility and immobility are related to belonging to different 

interpersonal relationship networks. A lack of spatial mobility therefore may create chain-like 

social capital characterised by homophily and strong ties, while motility can lead to bridge-

like social capital, characterised by heterophilia and weak ties (Granovetter, 2000; Kaufmann 

& Widmer, 2006). These are two very different forms of social capital that are made available 

to individuals through their networks. 
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These forms of social capital in turn have varying effects on individual life courses. It 

has been shown that the absence of a network comprising relatives within close proximity 

increases the risk of marital problems and personal dissatisfaction, as well as difficulties with 

the children. However, a network of relatives that is too present also has negative effects on 

the couple and the individual (Widmer, Kellerhals, Levy, 2004). Motility therefore may 

backfire on family dynamics in a looping effect that shapes individual life courses, while also 

affecting the urban environment, with extended families sometimes making their mark on the 

“neighbourhoods” (Blöss, 1987). Each type of social capital has potentially positive and 

negative effects. 

The two forms of social capital could be also related to different relation to space. 

Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) hypothesise that the multi-residentials or the long-distance 

commuters (logic of spatial reversibility) could develop chain-like social capital, while 

migrants (logic of spatial irreversibility) could develop bridge-like social capital (Larsen, 

2005). Different authors (Donnovan et al. 2002, Putnam, 2000) suggest that the social capital 

is related to the capital of mobility. Putnam (2000), for example, states that the capital of 

mobility can shape the social capital, when by showing that a large time devoted to travel in 

case of commuters impoverishes the social capital. 

5.2. Social support, social networks and social capital 

Localism, which is typified by a family belonging to a neighbourhood or district, 

where many relatives are present, facilitates childcare and other kinds of help (Dandurand & 

Ouellette, 1995). Grandparents often play an important role in synchronising family 

temporalities and mobilities (Attias-Donfut & Segalen, 1998), and are of invaluable assistance 

when it comes to accompanying and looking after children in countries where child care 

structures are insufficient or when parents work different hours (Messant-Laurent et al., 

1993). On the other hand, they also increase the probability of interference on the part of 

relatives in the couple's or family's life, which has an extremely negative effect on the family. 

This is when family quarrels affect the mobility space of individuals. The term “grieving 

area” has been used to describe a place which, in the mind of an individual, has become a 

dark area, off-limits, somewhere to be skirted and avoided, and which a family quarrel has 

removed from their realm of physical mobility (Le Breton, 2002). Conversely, the network of 

relatives and friends, which is part of a family's biography, plays a significant role in the 

future mobility strategies of individuals, such as in their ability to react to a job loss by 

moving (Vignal, 2002). 



G. Viry, V. Kaufmann, E. Widmer Chapter 8 Literature on Job Mobility in Switzerland 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 172 

In conclusion, while spatial mobility definitely has an impact on the social network to 

which an individual belongs, social networks are also a decisive factor in explaining 

individual mobility. It can therefore be said that the two realms are structurally interrelated 

during the biographical lifespan of a family. 

5.3. Spatial distribution of personal networks 

Different research works (Pooley, Turnbull, 1998) bring out a new relation with space, 

characterised by the reversibility: The irreversible forms of mobility (migration, removal) are 

substituted by more reversible forms (daily mobility, trips). This substitution leads to a 

transformation of space-time temporalities of the long term into the short term. It also 

corresponds to a modification of the impact of mobility on the social networks. When 

individuals travel rather than migrate, commute rather than move, the social networks and 

attachments can be more maintained easier (Larsen et al. 2005). 
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Heather Hofmeister 

I X .  L i t e r a t u r e  o n  J o b  M o b i l i t y  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  

This paper will describe the state of research on spatial mobility in the United States, 

focusing on research published roughly between 1995 and 2006, drawing on earlier research 

as space allows. I72 organise the text into three main sections. First, I describe the mobility 

requirements and phenomenon of mobility in the United States (Main Research Area 1). 

Second, I describe research that reveals individual’s mobility decisions and the barriers and 

triggers to mobility (Main Research Area 2). This is research that focuses on the antecedents 

or predictors of both commuting and relocation. This work is subdivided into research that 

focuses on employment-related antecedents, on family or household predictors, and on 

community or neighborhood predictors. Within each type, I describe what is known about 

commuting and then relocation. The third section focuses on consequences of commuting or 

relocation for family and individual well-being and quality of life (Main Research Area 3). 

1. Mobility requirements, phenomenology of realised spatial job mobility 

A century ago, the journey to work in the United States typically happened on public 

transportation or on foot. With the invention of the combustion engine, automation of 

manufacturing, and the removal of train and trolley lines in cities by the oil, tire, and 

automobile companies in the 1920s and 1930s, private conveyance to work has changed the 

way Americans commute and the options surrounding it. What was once a public activity is 

now largely a private one. The household average commuting time in the U.S. has been 

increasing over the past quarter century, partly caused by increased suburbanisation and partly 

by the rise in dual-earner families. By 1990 American workers spent, on average, 20 minutes 

traveling each way to and from work every day, which amounts to nearly a week of 24-hour 

days per year per worker (Howell and Bronson 1996; Levinson and Kumar 1997). This 

average has increased to 23 minutes each way by 2000. 

Increasingly, two workers commute from each household (Green 1997; Rouwendal 

and Rietveld 1994). But the existing literature on commuting views the journey to work 

patterns of American workers as phenomena of individuals, varying by gender, geographic 

location, and social class as well as structural limitations in the community and job market 

(but seeHofmeister 2002; Hofmeister 2003). This research viewpoint is lacking because 
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commutes are very likely to be influenced by the needs of others in the household, especially 

the needs of children and spouses. And yet the individual level perception of commuting is 

strong in the United States literature. Worksites, employee relocation policies, school 

locations, road-building, and community infrastructure tend to assume a single (male) earner 

per household, despite the emergence of women as workers for a longer duration of their adult 

lives and the emergence of dual-earner couples as the most prevalent family type. 

As described by Zax (1991), workers whose workplace is relocating have three 

options: they can quit, they can move to follow their old jobs, or they can quit their old jobs 

but also move to find new jobs. The utility of each decision depends on the relative costs of 

housing, commuting, finding a new job; gasoline costs, the availability of inexpensive 

automobiles or subways, and other transit options together with housing price differences 

across a metropolitan area all have an influence on the decisions to commute or to quit. Zax’s 

study uses data from the 1970s at one particular company to estimate the relative costs and 

advantages of each option (Zax 1991). 

One phenomenon that deeply affects commuting in the United States and has been the 

focus of a sizeable body of research is the shift of people and businesses from inner cities to 

suburbs. Research shows that, in the course of this shift in the 1980s, workers with less 

education had not been able to relocate to keep up with these shifts, a problem 

disproportionately carried by racial minorities and resulting in lower wages for minorities 

(Dworak-Fisher 2004). Another study of a plant relocation from the central city to the suburbs 

showed racial differences in the ability of the plant’s existing workers to keep their jobs 

afterwards – white workers who had longer commutes after the relocation did not quit their 

jobs compared to those who had shorter commutes, but black workers with newly lengthened 

commutes were more likely to quit compared to black workers who had shorter commutes. 

Both groups had members who relocated, but the racial disadvantage resulting from the move 

was unmistakable (Zax and Kain 1996). Similarly, relocation intentions of blacks, regardless 

of income, were harder to realise than relocation intentions of whites (Crowder 2001). 

Contrary evidence comes from a study of low-income welfare (TANF) recipients (Sanchez et 

al. 2004). They find “virtually no association” between the employment rates of welfare 

recipients in six different metropolitan areas and either the job concentrations or their access 

to reliable public transit. Note that employees and welfare recipients have different starting-

point relationships to the labour market. 
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In conclusion, research evidence from the United States indicates that geographic 

location matters for mobility patterns, and that the available resources of individuals mediate 

its significance. Geographic factors of relevance include presence of public transit, population 

density, and jobs-housing mixes. 

I now turn to the theories and results of studies about American spatial mobility. 

2. Mobility decisions of individuals and families 

The existing literature on commuting time73 typically focuses on the commutes of 

individuals and how their commutes are likely to vary by gender or socioeconomic status, 

with the primary question being between whether job characteristics or household 

characteristics are the primary determinants of commuting times. Patterns of commuting 

between husbands and wives, though less often studied, are primarily assumed to be due to 

gender differences in work preferences, abilities, or human capital investments, not 

household-level factors such as timing or spouses’ relative income. Even recently published 

articles about couples’ commuting patterns use data that were collected largely in the 1970s 

and 1980s (Assadian and Ondrich 1993; Green 1997; Howell and Bronson 1996; Johnston-

Anumonwo 1992; Madden 1981; Preston et al. 1993; Rouwendal and Rietveld 1994; van 

Ommeren 1998; van Ommeren et al. 1997). Considering the rapid changes in the extent and 

quality of women’s labour force participation, such data may not be as useful in 

understanding current-day patterns and future trends. This section summarises existing 

research on spatial mobility for individuals and for the differences between spouses into the 

following divisions: 

1. Literature on external mobility demands such as the links between geographic 

structure and spatial mobility. 

2. Explanations for spatial mobility that stem from external demands related to 

employment, such as job hours, prestige, income, or the qualities that are linked to these 
                                                 
 
73 There is some question in the literature and in common sense as to what length is the ideal commute. A shorter 
commute seems the obvious preference and is the perspective that economic models take for commuting 
preferences. Few people seek to live in New York City and commute to Wyoming; many people move to be 
closer to work, whether in the same town or across state or national boundaries. A short commute saves time, 
money, and the stress of transit. Commuting can be tiresome and expensive in terms of actual time, fuel and 
transportation costs. But some individuals prefer a longer commute, either to avoid housework or home 
responsibilities, to relax at the end of a workday, to switch gears from home to work or vice versa, or to give an 
excuse for being unable to stay later at work. Many public transit commuters use the journey to and from work to 
read the paper, nap, have a cup of coffee, or catch up with friends. Typically, long commutes indicate a 
preference for a certain kind of residence that makes the hassles of the commute worthwhile. 
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factors such as education. 

3. Explanations for spatial mobility that are linked with household issues, such as the 

presence of children, spousal role relationships, and life stage issues. 

2.1. External Demands: Neighborhood and Community contexts 

There is a great deal of macro-level research on the linkage between neighborhood or 

community and spatial mobility, such as census information comparing commute times in 

various metropolitan areas or looking at changes in commuting or relocation over time (FHA 

1994; Fulton 1983; Giuliano and Small 1993; Levinson and Kumar 1997; Lowe 1998; 

McLafferty and Preston 1997). 

Geography and Rational Action 

Several studies in the United States examine the expansion of work-related travel 

time. Levinson and Wu (2005) test the “rational locator” thesis: that the possibility of faster 

travel times via high-speed motorways will encourage people to live farther from work. By 

this logic, workers attempt to keep travel time consistent. If a relocation does not change the 

travel time, even if it changes the distance, the rational locator handles the two alternatives as 

equivalent. Whether suburban expansion in the United States increases commuting times in 

Washington DC and Minneapolis, Minnesota was tested and the “rational locator” thesis was 

supported. The authors conclude, based on the differences between the two locations, that 

geography and urban planning have a significant effect on the commuting times of residents 

(Levinson and Wu 2005). 

The length of spouses’ commutes relative to each other may be a strategy couples use 

to maximise the family’s utility” function (Becker 1981). If each spouse is a rational actor and 

both are employed, both will want their preferred commute, the most ideal place to live, and 

the best job. But couples’ desires will often come into conflict. When a higher value is placed 

on keeping the relationship together over getting their individual preferences, spouses may 

seek the family’s best interest and choose to stay together by making personal sacrifices and 

constraining their own behavior, rather than risking the relationship. The locale of home is 

chosen to maximise utility to both spouses’ jobs within the constraints of finding a 

neighborhood that meets family and children’s needs (affordable, quality schools, safety, and 

moderately centrally located between the two jobs). In an imperfect decision-making 

situation, such as the housing market, sometimes couples will make housing decisions based 
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on limited information, including not knowing where both jobs will be in the future, whether 

and how many children will be in the household, whether school quality will decline or 

improve over time, and whether caregiving for elderly relatives will be part of the equation, 

any of which could affect the housing decision. Lives change over time, with needs changing 

over time as well. The commutes resulting from earlier housing decisions are a function of the 

imperfect decision-making process (choice within constraints) at the time of the move and 

home acquisition and may bear no reflection on the relative job values for each spouse. In 

fact, research indicates that couples try to minimise their collective commutes, not their 

individual ones, showing that the best models of commuting will consider the commutes of 

both spouses, not of individuals (Badoe 2002). It is also likely that the timing of job 

attainment relative to the current home attainment will matter for commute times. 

Specifically, the spouse whose job was obtained after the current home will work closer to 

home and therefore will have a shorter commute than the spouse whose job has been in place 

longer (Hofmeister 2002). 

Geographic Placement of Jobs 

Another relationship exists between the geographic location and the commuting 

options of individuals. In a study comparing Chicago, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, 

researchers determined that low residential density and few public transit options (in addition 

to higher household income and bigger family size) increased the likelihood of individual 

automobile ownership (Holtzclaw et al. 2002). One can conclude that geographic factors of 

density and transit options are likely to have a strong effect on an individual’s choices to 

commute or to relocate for jobs. 

Homes and workplaces are not equally scattered across the landscape, nor does 

everyone have perfect decision-making information when they select jobs and homes to 

minimise the distance between them. Several studies in the United States focus on the “jobs-

housing” mismatch (Arnott 1998). One study of Los Angeles’ geographic placement of 

homes and workplaces (using 1980 CMSA data on 10.6 million people and 4.6 million jobs) 

found that, if people selected their residences to be as close to work as possible, the average 

commute in Los Angeles should be 8.4 minutes (Giuliano and Small 1993). In reality, the 

average commute time in Los Angeles was 23 minutes in 1980, nearly three times the 

distance that would be explained by a purely rational job-to-housing selection based solely on 

commute time. Recent efforts to model jobs-housing imbalance using Atlanta data shows that 
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the redistribution of homes, rather than of jobs, would be a better strategy to rectify the 

imbalance and resulting inequalities of the spread of homes and jobs (Horner and Murray 

2003). While Los Angeles and Atlanta may be extreme cases of inefficient jobs-housing 

balance, with their sprawling highways and expensive real estate, most cities’ residents don’t 

select their jobs and homes only to minimise the distance between the two. Rather, couples 

select housing with only some regard for the job locations of both individuals. In fact, jobs 

may be chosen or changed after the residential location is established, although no research to 

date has systematically examined the timing of jobs and moves to determine which came first 

(although scholars have called for such research; (see Madden 1981). Thus couples do not 

necessarily try to minimise commute times to the exclusion of other factors. Often journey to 

work distance will be unequal between spouses for the following reasons (Giuliano and Small 

1993): 

1) Job turnover and moving costs may cause people to live near or far from a variety of jobs, 

rather than select their housing based on only one job. 

2) Dual earner couples have difficulty finding housing perfectly equidistant from both jobs: 

one of the partners will have a job farther from home than the other out of sheer practical 

spatial and housing availability limitations. 

3) Non-work factors account for some choice of housing location: people choose to live 

closer to other desirable amenities, such as parks, shopping, and quality schools. 

4) Transportation may be less important than housing to some families, who are more 

willing to make a long commute in exchange for their ideal (or affordable) home. 

5) Racial discrimination may limit the ability of some people to choose their housing freely. 

Another factor, which hasn’t often been considered as a cause of commute distances, 

is that longer commutes may actually be desirable and preferred to create a psychological 

buffer between home and work (Nippert-Eng 1995; Schneider 1999). 

In fact, residential location has been linked to household type. An early study using 

1977 Baltimore Travel Demand research on 787 people indicates that dual-earner households 

are much less likely to live in the central city than are single-earner households (54.6 percent 

versus 69.1 percent; from Baltimore Travel Demand research on 484 men and 303 women 

ages 16 and older collected in 1977) (Johnston-Anumonwo 1992). Despite the age of the data, 
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such a finding points to one strategy of dual-earner households for balancing residential 

location between two jobs. But their residence outside the central city may not actually be 

closer to either or both workplaces. 

Person-environment Fit 

Some theoretical models have suggested the concept of a person-environment fit 

(Caplan and Harrison 1993; French et al. 1974). This concept suggests that people will seek 

an environment that matches resources with their particular needs, or else suffer poor 

adjustment. When families have a good person-environment fit, their life quality will be 

higher, they will stay in the job or residence longer, and their overall effectiveness will be 

higher. The literature mostly applies the P-E fit to the workplace, though the concept can 

certainly be applied outside the workplace, to the neighborhood, or even the marriage. The 

concept suggests that couples will actually seek to live among those who are like themselves 

(the same way people seek friends who are similar to them), or among those who have 

complementary qualities: for example, young families living among older, retired couples in 

order to have neighbors with more experience and free time to help educate and supervise 

their children. Most evidence indicates that people tend to live near those more similar to 

themselves, rather than near people who are different, even if complementary. A literature on 

reference groups supports this contention (Merton 1968). 

Going beyond the residence and the family, several questions related to commuting 

can also be addressed at the firm level. Companies are increasingly aware of the impact of 

their location on their current and prospective workforce (Kleiman 2001). And, given that 

workers at the same firm in the same financial strata are likely to be attracted to the same sort 

of housing (based on price range and proximity), workers at the same company should tend to 

have similar commutes, particularly if the firm is located in an area with only selective 

residential options nearby. Specifically, firms located in metropolitan areas will have 

workforces that locate in specific places in the metro area; firms located in non-metropolitan 

areas will have workforces more diversely residing in small adjacent cities, towns, and in the 

rural areas. 

Couples’ choice of housing and route from home to work is somewhat predictable, in 

that workers are likely to prefer to live closer to work if doing so does not compromise any 

amenities, and workers are also likely to want to travel the shortest, fastest, or most reliable 

routes to work. Consequently, a firm with desirable housing nearby or with a rapid transit 
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interstate highway linking residential areas to the workplace is likely to have a shorter-

commuting workforce than other firms. 

2.2. External Demands: Employment contexts 

Work hours, income, job prestige, career commitment, and education are part of the 

employment contexts of commuting that appear in existing literature. Though much of the 

empirical research on commuting is atheoretical, I organise the existing findings by framing 

the existing evidence in terms of what are (usually implicit) theoretical orientations 

underlying extant studies. 

Rational Action: Time, Income, and Job Prestige 

Local travel takes place primarily in relation to the activity being traveled for, rather 

than as an end in itself. Commuting is the very definition of the relationship between space 

and time in physical activities: “space must be traversed in time to engage in activities” 

(Levinson 1999: 141). 

As part of the relationship between activity duration and the travel to get to the 

activity, one general principle is that the longer an activity lasts, the longer people are willing 

to travel to get there. Not only is the longer trip an indication that the activity is more 

valuable, but also people have an interest in doing multiple activities while they are in a place 

to make it worth the drive. Levinson’s data are from the 1990-91 National Personal 

Transportation Survey (NPTS) of 22,000 household interviews randomly selected by 

telephone of people age 18 to 65 (Levinson 1999). Thus a long commute is most rational 

when the workday is long. 

Another aspect of the rationality of a long commute, aside from the duration of the 

workday, is the amount of money or job prestige that the commute yields (Glenn et al. 2004). 

Wages and status affect individuals’ willingness to tolerate a long commute: more pay or 

status per working hour means that a longer commute is justified because of the additional 

money it brings in (Levinson 1999; McLafferty and Preston 1997). But a job that pays more 

also affords workers more housing options. Wealthier earners may have longer commutes in 

part because they can afford nicer, larger homes that are farther away from work. Conversely, 

those with more income can also afford to buy housing closer to work if they want to, because 

price is less of an obstacle. These families may populate the wealthy inner-ring 

neighborhoods of cities and inhabit high-price condos and apartments closer to their 
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workplaces. Workers in less affluent families must drive great distances from work to arrive 

at housing in their price range or else settle for sub-standard inner city housing (MacDonald 

and Peters 1994). Therefore, theoretically, income could operate to reduce or extend the 

commute. 

Human Capital Theory and spatial mobility 

Human capital theory suggests that earnings inequities are due to differential 

investments in human capital (such as education and job experience) and the resultant 

differences in individuals’ abilities to produce (Howell and Bronson 1996). Beyond income 

alone as a factor in predicting commuting distances, human capital theory would suggest that, 

as job rewards, including income, are linked to human capital investment, and if a shorter 

commute is a job reward, it too should be linked to human capital investment. But, if more 

human capital means a better job that is worth traveling longer to get to, then greater human 

capital should be linked to a longer commute, not a shorter one. This latter explanation has the 

most support in the literature (Hanson and Pratt 1988a; Hanson and Pratt 1992; Madden 1981; 

McLafferty and Preston 1997; Turner and Niemeier 1997). Men tend to invest more heavily 

in human capital that will increase their earnings (through education and lucrative social 

networks) than women do (Camstra 1996). Therefore, commute length should vary by gender 

because of the differential investments in human capital of men and women. As women invest 

more in their human capital, their commutes should look more and more like men’s 

commutes. 

Howell and Bronson (1996), in their study of nearly 10,000 young employed men and 

women (ages 23-30) in the NLSY (National Longitudinal Study of Youth) in 1988, attempt to 

explain the gender difference in wages through differences in commuting time, but found only 

modest linkage between the journey to work and annual earnings. Howell and Bronson (1996) 

use the 1988 wave of the NLSY of young employed respondents (age 23 to 30; n= 9956). 

Their dependent variable is earnings, with commutes longer than 20 minutes as a dummy 

variable. Other controls include region, hours at work, age, married, Black, Hispanic, Duncan 

SEI index, education, number of children, and city size: rural, small urban, suburban, central 

city. When controls for other determinants are added (such as gender, age, race, and city size), 

the relationship between wages and commuting time is reduced among all but women in small 

urban settings (for whom the shorter journey to work is linked to substantively lower 

earnings). Gender and place of residence interact, with women in rural and suburban areas 
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commuting the longest. They found that commuting and earnings relationships operate the 

same way for men and for women: within each type of residential location, men and women 

who commute longer received more earnings (Howell and Bronson 1996). Howell and 

Bronson’s study has limitations: older age groups or those getting additional education at the 

time of the interview are not represented in their sample. In addition, they had no measures of 

job prestige, which may compensate for lower income in providing incentive to travel longer 

to work. 

Human capital theory usually overlooks structural factors in the labour market that bar 

access to human capital resources for some, especially women and racial and ethnic 

minorities (Granovetter 1981). Some of these structural factors appear as assumptions in the 

literature on gender differences in commute length; for example, that women have less access 

to private transportation and fewer desirable job opportunities that extend beyond their 

neighborhoods than men do. 

Jobs that don’t pay very well or are not prestigious do not provide as much incentive 

for workers to travel as far to get to them as jobs that pay very well or bring with them 

significant prestige (Levinson 1999). 

Nearly 10 percent of job changes involve relocation in the United States (Yankow 

2003). Research by Yankow (2003) provides evidence that the reasons for relocation for a 

job, and the financial consequences of a relocation, vary by the education level of the mover. 

Those with low levels of human capital who do move for another job tend to do so to restore 

previous wage levels because of a loss in their current position or area (and they benefit from 

long-range moves). Those with higher human capital tend to move because of good incentives 

in the new job. Their salary tends to show much higher returns after about 2 years. 

Myers (1999) finds that past experience influences likelihood to relocate. Those whose 

families were relocated when they were children are more likely to consider relocation as a 

response to life course transitions in adulthood (Myers 1999). 

Another set of predictors of relocation willingness involves ties to the local 

community. Workers with strong ties are less likely to be willing to relocate within their job 

positions (Stilwell et al. 1998). 
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Career Commitment, Gender, and spatial mobility 

Regardless of gender, the spouse whose career is more personally salient or higher-

earning may get the first choice of job and the “best” commute, with the other spouse 

arranging employment around that first spouse’s job. But according to Bielby and Bielby’s 

data (collected in 1977) on individuals in dual-earner couples, even between men and women 

of equal job investments, earnings, occupational status, and family circumstances, women are 

far less likely than men are to say they would maximise their job prospects by relocating their 

families. Bielby and Bielby’s 1977 study uses interviews with 162 wives and 197 husbands in 

dual-earner families taken from the Quality of Employment Survey (representative multistage 

probability sample of adults 16 years or older, working 20 or more hours a week) (Bielby and 

Bielby 1992). Another study answers a slightly different question. Using 1967-1972 data from 

the National Longitudinal Study of Mature Women, with a sample size of 3353 women 

married continuously between 1967 and 1972, Lichter found that wives’ career commitment 

did not affect families’ relocation rates, though wives’ employment had a strong negative 

effect on relocation, even controlling for husbands’ income, education, and professional 

status, the presence of children, and wives’ education and age (Lichter 1982). Career 

commitment was measured by asking whether the respondent would continue to work even if 

money were not needed. This second study assumes that relocation would be due to 

husbands’ career prospects, and not at all due to wives’ careers, an indicator of the social 

climate of the time in which it was conducted (with few women having career commitments 

or egalitarian marriages). By extension, wives may also be less likely to inconvenience their 

families by taking long commutes themselves or requiring them of their husbands. On the 

other hand, the commute arrangement may be a concession of one spouse to the other as a 

trade off for the ideal job: the spouse with the better (higher earning, more personally salient) 

career may compromise for getting job priority by taking on the more arduous commute and 

allowing the job-compromising spouse the first choice of residential location. 

Two-Earner Couples: Rational Action and Human Capital 

Note that 40 minutes a day is spent in transit for the average worker, which is over 

three hours per week (Howell and Bronson 1996; Levinson and Kumar 1997). This time is not 

a trivial amount: morning commute time is traded for sleep time or time getting children 

prepared for their days; evening commute time is exchanged for “family” time around dinner 

preparation, time spent with a spouse, time spent with children, and leisure. Individuals and 
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families must weigh this time relative to the sacrifices and benefits of long commutes to 

arrive at a livable solution. Time is a scarce and finite resource, especially in dual-earner 

couples where no one is necessarily specializing in domestic labour. Rationally acting couples 

make tradeoffs with each other, with their time, and with the location of work and home to 

maximise benefit to the household. Extrapolating from Becker (1981), the worker who is 

earning the most should be “specializing” in the work domain and is best able to “afford” a 

longer commute. This earner’s overall investment in work, even considering the commute 

time, makes it worthwhile to the household to lose that worker to the road for those hours a 

day. 

Some aspects of the incentive to commute longer have yet to be directly examined in 

research, such as attitudes toward work or home responsibilities. No published research to 

date models commute time by any measures of beliefs or attitudes about these conceptual 

constraints. Intangible rewards of work, like job satisfaction or supervisor support, may be 

better predictors of some kinds of commuting behavior, because some may be willing to 

travel longer for jobs that provide high satisfaction or have a supportive supervisor. This kind 

of tradeoff may be particularly true for women or others less likely to enjoy other kinds of job 

rewards (such as income) or for whom certain benefits are more salient. Job importance 

relative to other spheres of life may replace earnings as a meaningful explanation for gender 

differences in commute length, in that the intrinsic value of a job may be at least as important 

as earnings in predicting a willingness to travel for a job. The relationships of job importance 

or income to commute length may be moderated by gender or simply correlated with gender. 

Essentially, a lifestyle dominated by labour market aspirations can justify a longer commute, 

but men are more likely than women to have high labour market aspirations (Camstra 1996). 

2.3. Individual Features: Family and household contexts 

Some may argue that women don’t really have limitless choices regarding human 

capital acquisitions that lead to job and housing locations and household responsibility levels. 

Feminism, as a branch of conflict theory, points to women’s systematic and long-term 

oppression and subjugation in the power structure (Bem 1993; England 1993; Johnson 1993). 

Feminist theory illustrates how the structure of the residential and job locations, and the 

allocation of household resources within couples (such as the use of the automobile to get to 

work), perpetuate the inequality between men and women in earnings and job prestige 

(Hanson 1992). Feminist theory implies that until these structural obstacles are abolished, 

women will continue to have less power and control over their lives, and, by extension, over 



H. Hofmeister Chapter 9 Lit. on Job Mobility in the United States 

Job Mobilities Working Paper No. 2006-01  page 185 

the length and quality of their commutes. 

A number of studies have confirmed the “common knowledge” that men have longer 

commutes than women (Giuliano and Small 1993; Johnston-Anumonwo 1992; Johnston-

Anumonwo et al. 1995; McLafferty and Preston 1997). Explanations for the gender difference 

fall into two categories: those that focus on differences between men and women who are 

unaffiliated with each other, called ‘individual level differences,’ and those that account for 

within-couple gender differences. There are two individual-level explanations for gender 

differences. One is that women’s lower wages make a long commute impractical for them 

(Madden 1981), assuming that housing near work is, in fact, affordable. Another is that 

women’s occupationally segregated work tends to be service work in suburban areas, nearer 

to housing, rather than in downtown business districts (Johnston-Anumonwo et al. 1995; 

Wyly 1999). 

Within-couple differences in commute times are explained in two ways. Wives have 

more limited access to transportation than their husbands because husbands’ transportation 

needs are prioritised. Thus wives seek out closer workplaces that are accessible via public 

transportation or on foot. Or (the most prevalent explanation), wives’ domestic 

responsibilities compel them to shorten their commutes (Preston et al. 1993). The direction of 

causality for the latter explanation can go two ways. Do wives choose shorter commutes 

because it’s in their families’ best interest that they spend that time at home instead of on the 

road, given their smaller contribution to household income? Or, do women have fewer job 

choices because their household responsibilities limit the time they can spend going to work 

(Preston et al. 1993)? The wage gap between men and women is at least partially explained 

by the geographic constraints of women who seek employment closer to home so as to 

minimise the conflict between their employment and family responsibilities (Howell and 

Bronson 1996). The literature avoids the issue of how couples negotiate their residential 

location to their workplaces and vice versa, assuming that husbands’ job location determines 

the home location, with wives finding jobs somewhere near their homes (Camstra 1996; 

Madden 1981; Wyly 1999). 

Couples do sometimes decide to live apart. Gross (1980) conducted one of the first 

studies of couples who live apart because of career reasons. Couples who have been married 

longer when the residential separation occurred had fewer conflicts between their family 

loyalty and work pursuits than couples who were more newly married. Others with better 
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adjustment were women (because these live-apart relationships recognise the legitimacy of 

the women’s careers, which the women appreciate), non-parents, older couples, and couples 

where one spouse has an established career (Gross 1980). Gerstel and Gross completed an in-

depth study of “commuter marriages” where spouses live apart during the week with an 

elaboration of these results (Gerstel and Gross 1984). 

Household responsibility and spatial mobility 

Differences in human capital investment are often related to women’s additional 

responsibilities for childcare. This latter explanation is where the Household Responsibility 

Hypothesis begins. The last section posed a variant of these questions: do women have 

limited access to, or limit their own, career-boosting human capital? If so, then are their time 

and energy resources more efficiently applied to household responsibilities than are their 

husbands’ resources? Or do women assume they’ll absorb a greater share of household 

responsibility and thus develop less human capital for their jobs? The causal direction here is 

a chicken-and-egg dilemma: which comes first? Not only are most studies of the journey to 

work unable to test the causal direction, but also traditional measures in most journey-to-work 

research don’t even capture actual time obligations related to household responsibilities. 

Instead, inadequate proxies for household responsibility and differential human capital are 

used, including “household responsibility” as simply the presence of children and husband, 

and human capital measured with income (whether over or under $10,000 a year) and 

occupation (whether in an occupation that was 70 percent female or more in 1980) (Johnston-

Anumonwo 1992). Better, but seldom used, measures would include actual hours spent on 

household labour, or attitudes about who should do household labour and how the labour is 

divided in the home (as suggested by Turner and Niemeier 1997). 

Despite the lack of clear causal direction or accurate operationalisation, the primary 

explanation for gender differences in commuting length in the journey to work literature has 

been women’s differential investments in their own human capital, “caused by” women’s 

conflict between work and home (For examples of the ways in which women's conflict 

between home and work has been used as a reason for women's shorter commutes, see 

Johnston-Anumonwo 1992; Madden 1981; McLafferty and Preston 1997; Odland and Ellis 

1998; Preston et al. 1993; Wyly 1998). This conflict, often called the Household 

Responsibility Hypothesis (HRH) (Blumen 1994; Johnston-Anumonwo 1992; Wyly 1998), 

says that women work closer to home because of their need to take care of household and 
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child care issues. The HRH introduces a new set of explanations for commuting length – that 

of family and gender – in explaining an individual’s choices regarding job and housing 

locations and the resultant commuting times. Implicit is a couple-level trade-off between 

home and work, and the relative investments and responsibilities in each sphere. Although 

commuting patterns have not traditionally been viewed as part of the division of household 

labour, there are clear gender differences in commute patterns and explanations for these 

differences that point directly to the household division of labour. The HRH may predict 

either the differential investments in capital which produce the gender difference in commute 

time, or it may directly predict the commute length (with women, no matter their level of 

human capital, tending to work closer to home to maintain those responsibilities). 

Turner and Niemeier (1997) evaluate the literature on the household responsibility 

hypothesis (HRH) and test it with additional data, drawn from the 1990 National Personal 

Transportation Survey. The 1990 National Personal Transportation Survey data from the U.S. 

Department of Transportation, used by Turner and Niemeier, includes 22,000 household 

interviews randomly selected by telephone of people age 18 to 65. These data contained 

information on 13,074 work trips, with 7352 being made by men and 5722 made by women. 

In 1990, ninety-five percent of trips were made in private vehicles. Turner and Niemeier 

constructed reduced-form equations to model commute distance and time, using separate 

models for men and women. Control variables included marital status, education level, age, 

household income, the number of adults in the household, whether the household is in urban 

area (as a proxy for home prices), and whether the household head is black or Hispanic. 

Higher household income and suburban households, markers of greater human capital, are 

factors thought to be correlated with longer commutes (Turner and Niemeier 1997). Other 

factors that contribute to commute distance are women’s parenthood and marital status, 

education, income, and other labour force characteristics. They predict that age could operate 

either direction: more age is linked to more experience and wages, so the commute could be 

longer, or older workers could prefer a shorter commute and have the resources to facilitate 

such and so age could be negatively related to commute length. They predict that more 

education and higher wages will lead to a longer commute. Results of the regression equation 

on distance and time suggest that parenthood and marital status, their proxies for household 

responsibility, have only small effects on reducing women’s trip distance. Turner and 

Niemeier assert that human capital theory applies to commuting distances in the sense that 

women accept greater household responsibility when their employment provides less potential 

advancement or income than their spouses’ employment provides, suggesting that what comes 
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first is the human capital investment and reward acquisition. But their measures of household 

responsibility, like most studies of household responsibility, are people (husband and 

children), not actual time investments. 

Role Theory: Strain, Accumulation, and Salience 

Roles are the routinised relationships we hold relative to others (Goode 1960; Sieber 

1974). In most roles there are sets of activities that are expected and others that are 

inappropriate. Gender differences in human capital investments and acquisition, in the levels 

of responsibility for household tasks and child care, and in commute length are all linked to 

husbands and wives’ roles. Spouses act in tandem, if not always in cooperation, because 

husbands and wives fill roles in relation to, and sometimes in conflict with, each other. 

Research on the willingness of American top managers to take an overseas position 

finds that characteristics of the spouse, in particular the amount of investment the spouse has 

in a career and the spouses’ level of adventurousness were strong predictors in the ability of a 

manager to accept an international relocation (Konopaske et al. 2005). 

Couples’ role expectations are often bundled together, especially in married couples’ 

households where role sets come with (often gendered) meanings about identity and 

contributions to the household (Brines 1994; Hochschild 1989; Komarovsky 1964; Potuchek 

1997; Stanfield 1996; Ward 1993; Wilkie et al. 1998). For example, a spouse who is working 

part time may take on more of household responsibility to “make up for” the lack of income 

and to compensate for the lack of labour force time, thus forming a bundle of roles from both 

the work and home spheres. In this example, that role bundle is typically a female-gendered 

pattern, and it’s unclear what comes first: the part time job or the majority of housework. 

Each facilitates the other. In some role schemas, both partners may see a long commute as a 

normal part of the requirements of the (male) breadwinner role. Thus, whether or not it makes 

rational sense for one or the other spouse to bear an extra long or short commute, the 

commuting structure is established because of gender-role expectations, not logic. A long 

commute may be a defining aspect of what it means to be “a good breadwinner,” and a short 

commute that facilitates access to children’s needs may be part of the definition of “a good 

mother.” Turner and Niemeier (1997) found that among women working close to home 
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(within 10 minutes), those in female-type occupations74 were twice as likely (32 percent) to 

say they wanted to be able to get home quickly for children or emergencies compared to 

women in non-female type occupations who lived equally close to home (15 percent). If a 

shorter commute is viewed as a feminine role marker, wives with longer commutes may feel 

role dissonance because of the inconsistency between their actions and cultural expectations, 

in addition to bearing the physical and psychological stress of being in transit for a long 

period each day. For example, if a wife and mother thinks her long commute and investment 

in work are inappropriate because her values are on her household responsibilities, or if her 

household responsibilities exceed her time available, then she is likely to experience role 

dissonance. The degree of stress associated with a longer commute may vary by life stage, 

with long-commuting mothers of younger children feeling greater stress than women without 

children or with grown children. Indeed, Levinson (1999) finds that life stage predicts 10 

percent of the variation in the duration of time spent at home, at work, and in “other” 

activities; people do vary their time investment in these spheres when they can, as a way of 

coping with the demands of young children75. I turn to life stage factors more explicitly in the 

next section. 

Gender Bargaining: a Cultural Explanation 

A gender bargaining approach would consider both household roles and rational 

action as both operating to create couples’ commuting patterns. Couples “do gender” in their 

homes through the ways in which they choose to divide work, avoid work, and create work 

from among their available options (Bellah et al. 1985; Brines 1994; Hochschild 1989; West 

and Fenstermaker 1993; West and Fenstermaker 1995). Most household tasks carry with them 

a specific culturally-imposed gender label. Couples can either default to these gender 

divisions or forge their own. But couples are engaging in gender work, whether actively 

opposing traditional gender divisions or following traditional paths. Whichever way couples 

divide their labour, they can think about it as either in the household’s rational best interest, or 

as part of “what we do here.” 

                                                 
 
74 A female-type occupation, according to Turner and Niemeier (1997), is one where 70 percent or more of 
workers in that occupation are female. 
75 The age of the oldest child and the number of adults in the household indicate life stage in Levinson’s study. 
Logit models are employed to explain proportion of minutes in each day spent in different domains: work, home, 
shopping, and other (Levinson 1999). Gender was entered as a control variable. Given that time spent in 
different domains has long been gendered, models would have been better estimated separately for men and 
women, or else interactions between gender and most other variables should have been added. 
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Parenting Stage and spatial mobility 

The life course is a moving picture of a life over time. Parenting stage, as one variety 

of life stage, captures the current configuration of one’s structural location in relationship to 

reproduction: age, partnership status, and childbearing, the momentary snapshot that the life 

course has created up to that point. 

I have already identified a few areas of research that have found life stage predictive 

of commuting decisions and patterns. Recall Levinson’s (1999) findings, from the 1990 

National Personal Transportation Survey of 22,000 households, that life stage predicts ten 

percent of the variation in the duration of time spent at home, at work, and in “other” 

activities. Recall, also, how household responsibility (broadly defined as marriage and 

parenthood) relates to more time commuting for men and less time commuting for women. 

Some additional research focuses on life stage more explicitly. I turn to this body of work 

now. 

Some “life stage” work is really just testing marital or parenting status. In this 

literature, findings conclude that married men commute longer than single men, but the 

findings are mixed on the effect of marriage for women’s commute times. Some research, 

using a panel study, finds that it’s the presence of children, and not marriage, that decreases 

women’s commute times (McLafferty and Preston 1997)76. Two other studies, using cross-

sectional data, find that married women commute shorter distances than unmarried women, 

regardless of the presence of children (Johnston-Anumonwo 1992; Preston et al. 1993)77. A 

partial explanation for the difference between married and unmarried women’s commutes is 

that married couples often prioritise the husband’s career in relocation decisions, leaving the 

wife to find work closer to home once they move to a new area for his job (McLafferty and 

Preston 1997). 

Some of the life stage differences in commuting are structural; others can be seen as 

deliberate strategies. Married men’s commutes are longer than single men’s commutes even 

when income is the same, which suggests that the long commute of married men implies a 

                                                 
 
76 McLafferty and Preston (1997) create path models predicting commute length using 1980 and 1990 PUMS 
data of the New York City Census population. 
77 Johnston-Anumonwo uses 1977 Baltimore data on 787 people and uses actual distance to work rather than 
time traveled. Preston, McLafferty, and Hamilton use data use 1980 New York City Central Metropolitan 
Statistical Area (CSMA) Census data on four populations: married women with and without children, and 
unmarried women with and without children. 
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choice to commute longer in exchange for better residential options, perhaps as a family 

lifestyle strategy (McLafferty and Preston 1997). Mothers may handle their work-family 

responsibilities, particularly when children are school-aged, by limiting their commutes. 

Mothers of preschool children do not limit their commutes as much as mothers of school aged 

children, probably because of the structural constraints of the school day, compared to 

preschool childcare arrangements, which often can encompass a larger portion of the work 

day (Preston et al. 1993). Preston, McLafferty, and Hamilton (1993) suspect that one finding 

is unique to New York City: that children reduce the commute more than marriage does. 

Another study using two years of in-depth, participant observation with 25 suburban mothers 

finds that women attach personal and family importance to their neighborhood only after their 

children are born, at which point the neighborhood itself becomes important for meeting 

needs of the family and for safety (Dyck 1989), suggesting a valuing of neighborhood over 

work convenience.78 

Most of these studies tiptoe around life stage factors and couple-level considerations 

on commuting, with few addressing it head-on. For example, “life stage” studies on the 

journey to work often use marriage or the presence of children as variables that may influence 

the journey to work for men and women, but do not consider these effects as bundles that are 

associated with each other and with respondents’ chronological age (Johnston-Anumonwo 

1992; McLafferty and Preston 1997; Preston et al. 1993). The exception is research from the 

Netherlands.79 

                                                 
 
78 Unaddressed, however, are the changes in the meaning and use of the neighborhood as children and parents 
age, in other words, considering these dynamics over the life course rather than just life stage. Such a study 
could have yielded vast implications for the meaning of physical space for families over time. 
79 One of the most extensive couple-level commuting studies to date comes from the Netherlands, by Rouwendal 
and Rietveld (1994), but is limited in its couple-level qualities because it uses only the householder (usually the 
male) as an informant on the other spouse. Rouwendal and Rietveld’s research uses the Dutch Housing Demand 
Survey, a random sample of 1551 people collected in 1985 and 1988 weighted toward low income households, 
especially unemployed households: half the households had unemployed “householders” (breadwinners, male if 
male is present or female if a single household with no male). Respondents were interviewed about their own 
and their spouses’ commuting distances (Rouwendal and Rietveld 1994). Rouwendal and Rietveld find that the 
commute distance of the head of the household is longer when the partner is employed, compared to households 
where the partner is not employed. For their part, partners (wives) have shorter distances when the husband is 
employed. Weekly work hours are related to more commuting, but children under age 18 are related to short 
commutes for partners (wives). Age has a decreasing effect on commute distance, with people less likely to 
commute long distances as they age. Rouwendal and Rietveld’s study finds that job search costs include 
commute length. Often when someone obtains a new job, their commute increases, rather than their relocating is 
closer to work. 
In another study from the Netherlands, Camstra’s (1996) research uses the 1992-93 Dutch Telepanel dataset with 
over 2300 women and men, a retrospective life-course focused survey collected in 1992-93 in the Netherlands. 
He takes a life course perspective from one respondent per couple to examine the links between family formation 
timing patterns (timing of marriage and first child) and later-life commuting distances, but it does not look at the 
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Commuting strategies most likely vary by current life stage as well as the prior 

sequencing of life events. In addition, reports of commute length are undoubtedly influenced 

by who is doing the reporting: the commuter or the spouse of the commuter. 

However, age reflects cohort as well as life stage. Older wives who began their 

employment careers in an earlier era may still work near home because they fulfilled the 

expectation of women to work near home when their careers began or when their children 

were young, and their occupational choice or actual job still reflects earlier life stage 

adjustments. 

Young non-parent wives are as likely as their husbands to have long commutes. By 

contrast, older wives are more at risk of having had a home and work location designed accor-

ding to previous gendered life stage considerations (such has having had young children). 

Even if children are out of the house, there is an inertia to the home and workplace left over 

from an earlier time in the life course of the family, and in the patterns of society, where 

women readily took on the second shift of caring for home and children (Hochschild 1989). 

3. Consequences of Mobile Living: Quality of Life and Family Outcomes 

There are a variety of consequences examined in the literature. These fall into the 

following categories: 

1. Conflicts or strains between spheres of work and home; 

2. Children’s psychological development; and 

3. Life satisfaction. 
                                                                                                                                                         
 
couple as a unit. He uses data on 1113 women and 1217 men 29 years or older with no missing data on timing 
and geographical location of the labor force, housing, and family dimensions of respondents, including 
individuals’ past timing of children’s births, their date of marriage, and the length and duration of their work 
careers (Camstra 1996). Camstra also considers the role of residential moves and job changes on commuting 
distances. Camstra creates a typology of “family life-styles” that group people by whether they married and had 
children right away when they were in their early 20s, waited for both marriage and children, or married but 
waited before having children. Past family patterns don’t predict the probability of moving by gender, although 
he finds that current life stage factors do play a role. Younger women are more likely to commute longer than 
older women, but women in general are more likely than men to move or change jobs than face a long commute. 
According to Camstra, family patterns do predict whether wives quit work after a residential move, with family-
centered women more likely to quit working, but career-centered women more likely to just commute longer 
distances after a move. The probability of quitting a job increases with more traditional family styles for women, 
decreases for men with more traditional family styles. Modern women commute over larger distances, traditional 
women quit work, but moves favor men’s careers. The moves a family makes tend to shorten men’s commute, 
not women’s, for all lifestyle groups. The length of the move moderates this effect. Short moves correspond to 
moving near the job of the wife; long moves correspond to working near the job of the husband. These data are 
retrospective, and thus the memory of the events may be biased by the ideology of the respondent. 
One major weakness of Camstra’s study is that he does not have husbands and wives’ reports. Instead, he can 
only talk about aggregated women and men who are in couples and are implicitly being influenced by the events 
in their households. With his data nothing can be said about the simultaneous motivations of both spouses. 
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3.1. Conflicts or strains between spheres of work and home 

Regarding conflicts or strains stemming from job-related mobility, Voydanoff (2005) 

studied what she terms “boundary-spanning demands” including commuting time, taking 

work home, working from home, and an unsupportive work culture. Commuting time creates 

work-to-family conflict, but not family-to-work conflict, according to her research using the 

National Survey of the Changing Workforce 1997 (Voydanoff 2005). 

Research on the journey to work has focused on the stress resulting from transit. 

Comparing train commuters and those driving themselves in the New Jersey-New York area 

and using self-reports and neuroendocrinological measures of stress, Evans, Wener, and 

Phillips (2002) affirm the hypothesis that the predictability of the commute is an important 

determinant of its stressfulness to the individual. The more predictable commutes were 

associated with lower stress levels. (Evans et al. 2002) 

Reasons for relocating influence outcomes. Eby and Dematteo (2000) find that those 

who relocate for lateral or worse quality jobs than the ones they had before perceive less 

employer support and have higher job turnover. Those with downward moves or who were 

moved involuntarily had greater intentions to quit (Eby and Dematteo 2000). 

3.2. Children’s psychological development 

In a review of studies of family instability done by Adam (2004), the conclusion is 

that residential instability and long or frequent separations from parent figures have negative 

consequences for children’s development in a variety of domains (Adam 2004). Adolescents 

whose families move frequently are more likely to be involved in violent behavior than those 

whose families remain stable (Haynie and South 2005). But research by Pettit (2004) 

indicates that not all family instability leads only to negative outcomes. She describes the 

conditions under which relocation is healthy for children: moving to more well-off or safer 

neighborhoods is helpful for teenagers’ social connections. Disruptions to social ties are 

typically short-lived and do not lead to long-term negative consequences. Age of the child 

matters in the consequences of a move: younger children cannot be as involved in extra-

curricular activities after moving to a middle-class neighborhood from a low-income one 

because of the higher costs of the activities (Pettit 2004). Studies of military families also 

show evidence that moves are not necessarily bad for children and that age of child matters 

for the effect of the move (Weber 2005). Myers (2005) finds that children who moved 

frequently have less close relationships with their fathers later in life, and sons also have less 
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close relationships to their mothers (Myers 2005). 

3.3. Life Satisfaction 

Bunker et al (1992) examined the quality of life in couples, comparing those in single-

residence households and those where one lived away during the week. The researchers found 

that commuters (shuttles/LDRs) were more satisfied with their work lives and with time for 

themselves than single-residence couples, but less satisfied with life overall, with their family 

life, and with their partnerships. Overload was reduced for the couples in commuter 

relationships, making the researchers conclude that there are tradeoffs, and that the mobile 

lifestyle is not purely one of disadvantage. They also found no difference in satisfaction and 

stress reports of the mobile couples between those who traveled and those who stayed at 

home (Bunker et al. 1992). By contrast, a study of involuntarily mobile clergy and their wives 

showed that the wives experienced many more negative consequences from relocation than 

the clergy husbands did (Frame and Shehan 1994). 

A study by Rindfuss and Stephen (1990) on marital non-cohabitation, one of the few 

studies of this in the United States, shows that marriages where couples do not cohabit are 

much more likely to dissolve within three years than those that stay together. In the U.S., 

married non-cohabitors are likely to be separated due to imprisonment or military service 

rather than “normal” job demands. Results come from the National Longitudinal Survey 

between 1972 and 1976. Being married and the quality of the marriage are strong predictors 

of (un)willingness to have a long distance relationship or live in a shuttle-style marriage in the 

United States (Rindfuss and Stephen 1990). 

4. Conclusions 

The United States has a good deal of research on gender differences in commute 

times, but less about relocation decision-making (Pixley and Moen 2003). Furthermore, the 

effects of mobile living on family life and marital quality are only minimally understood, and 

those studies that do exist are typically done using older data or special populations. Future 

research should focus on the decision-making process within families for choosing relocation 

or long commuting/shuttling, the effects of life stage, infrastructure availability, and human 

capital on these decisions, and the consequences for family formation and family life. 
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Sanneke Kloppenburg 

X .  L i t e r a t u r e  o n  J o b  M o b i l i t y  i n  t h e  N e t h e r l a n d s  

1. General overview 

Most Dutch studies about mobility are based on geographical approaches, economic 

approaches, or are policy oriented. 

The geographical approaches study mobility in relation to the particular spatial 

structure and planning in the Netherlands (see research conducted by Maarten Van Ham, 

Pieter Hooimeijer, Frans Dieleman, Tim Schwanen). These studies sometimes make use of 

GIS to visualise people’s moving behaviour (see also Martin Dijst’s theory on action spaces 

as the area containing activity places that people reach subject to a set of temporal and spatial 

conditions). 

Economic approaches about how mobile individuals maximise their utility have been 

elaborated with theories on two-earner households, where people try to maximise household 

utility (see research by Jos van Ommeren, Piet Rietveld, and Peter Nijkamp) as well as 

gender-oriented research (see Rouwendal) 

Policy oriented research (as for example conducted by the Dutch planning offices) 

consists of a large five-yearly research on time-use (TijdsBestedingsOnderzoek (TBO)) and a 

yearly research on mobility (Mobiliteitonderzoek Nederland (MON), formerly called 

Onderzoek Verplaatsings Gedrag (OVG). MON distributes questionnaires to Dutch 

households to measure the mobility of the Dutch population. The results are presented mainly 

as quantitative data. 

In general, Dutch mobility research can be said to focus more on the relation between 

mobility and planning, jobs, and the environment (how to change the modal split) and less on 

families and social capital. 

2. Job Mobility and Motility (incl. infrastructure) 

2.1. Demands of high mobility of modern life 

Some information on the tensions and problems can be found in section 3.2 on family 

functioning. 
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2.2. Mobility potential or motility: the access to transport infrastructure 

The impact of infrastructure and services on mobility practices is an important issue in 

the Netherlands with its high population density. The Netherlands has a strong urban planning 

and design tradition, and there are several studies that evaluate the impact of spatial planning 

policies on mobility of individuals. A study by Schwanen et al (2004b) focuses on the 

consequences of the Netherlands national physical planning policy for an individual’s travel 

behaviour. Their analysis provides a summary of spatial planning policies after World War II 

.They find that spatial planning policy influenced travel behaviour in the Netherlands, but 

only to a limited extent and not always as intended (Schwanen et al 2004b, 596). Spatial 

planning has been most effective in keeping the high shares of cycling and walking in large 

and medium cities, in particular for shopping (Schwanen et al 2004b 596). Compared to other 

European countries, car-use for shopping in the Netherlands is much lower. A second 

conclusion is that in terms of travel time, spatial policy seems to have been less successful. 

The building of new towns and the development of greenfield neighbourhoods close to cities 

appear not to have led to a reduction in commuting times. 

A recent theoretical contribution to the debate about network cities is offered by 

Bertolini and Dijst (2003). They work from the idea that cities are open systems of connected 

open sub-systems. They have introduced the concept of mobility environments, which they 

define as ‘the whole of the external conditions that may have an influence on the presence of 

people in a given location’. These conditions include both features of the transportation 

services available there, and features of the activity place in itself, and they include 

institutional arrangements. Bertolini and Dijst see accessibility as an important quality of 

mobility environments and describe an accessible mobility environment as one where ‘many 

different people can come, but also one where many different people can do many different 

things’ (Bertolini and Dijst 2003, 31). Accessibility, they argue, is now more important than 

proximity. 

Meurs and Haaijer (2001) have investigated to what extent the spatial structure and 

planning of the residential environment provide an explanation for travel patterns and what 

urban planning and traffic management aspects play a significant role in this. They see 

mobility as influenced by three factors: 

a) Lifestyles. Personal characteristics and characteristics of the household to which 

someone belongs 
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b) Spatial characteristics classified according to area, home, and environmental 

characteristics, spatial planning and traffic management situation 

c) Accessibility in terms of travel time, cost, quality and comfort of various means of 

transport which can be used to reach any given destination from the point of origin 

(Muconsult) 

Their analysis shows that the characteristics of the spatial environment have a 

demonstrable relationship with mobility and mode of transport. This effect is most apparent in 

journeys made for shopping and social or recreational purposes, and almost absent for 

commuting. Commuter traffic appears to be determined almost entirely by personal 

characteristics (Meurs and Haaijer 2001, 445). 

2.3. Mobility potential or motility: a resource 

Van Ham (2002) has shown that having good geographical access to suitable 

employment from the residence positively influences individual labour market outcomes and 

leads to a greater probability of being in paid employment and better jobs for those in 

employment. Lack of motility can therefore be estimated to have an effect on job career (see 

3, also for gender differences). 

3. Family functioning, family structure, family development 

3.1. Family structures 

The link between family structures and mobility has been done by economists and 

geographers. Rouwendal and Rietveld (1994) have studied the commuting distances of 

households in the Housing Demand Survey (WBO) of the Netherlands. They find that one-

person households have shorter commuting distance than heads of households of larger 

households. An explanation put forward is that these households can more easily adapt their 

housing situation to their work location. However, the authors find meagre evidence in favour 

of the hypothesis that households with both the head and the partner employed have larger 

commuting distances (Rouwendal & Rietveld 1994). 

Van Ommeren and Nijkamp have made an analysis of spatial moving behaviour of 
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dual earner households, based on search theory80. Dual earner households share a dwelling, 

but have different workplaces (Van Ommeren & Nijkamp 1998). They find that unemployed 

workers who have employed spouses set higher reservation wages and are therefore less 

likely to accept longer-distance job offers than those without employed spouses. Thus, 

unemployed workers with employed spouses may be much more selective with respect to jobs 

that are far from the current residence than those households that are sole wage earners. 

Van Ham and Mulder investigate the links between geographical access to child-care 

facilities and labour force participation of mothers. They argue that, for many mothers with 

preschool-age children, access to employment opportunities is partly determined by 

geographical access to childcare facilities. In the case of the Netherlands geographical access 

to childcare is even more relevant than spatial variation in the costs of care. Because the 

Dutch government regulates the childcare market, there is only little spatial variation in the 

financial barriers to institutionalised childcare. The spatial differences in availability of 

institutionalised childcare facilities however are big. This leads Van Ham and Mulder to 

conclude that mothers living at different locations have different geographical access to 

childcare facilities. Single mothers are expected to have a lower probability to be in paid 

employment than married or cohabiting mothers. Single mothers have no partner within the 

household to share responsibilities, and this restricts their freedom to be active on the labour 

market. In addition, they have only one potential income and might consider buying care too 

expensive. Furthermore, the social security system in the Netherlands is relatively generous so 

there is no financial necessity to be involved in paid employment (Van Ham and Mulder 

2005). 

3.2. Family functioning 

Studies about the division of domestic and professional labour focus on earner type 

(see Keuzenkamp & Hooghiemstra, 2000) rather than household type. In the Netherlands, the 

labour force participation of women has increased over the past decades. The dominant earner 

model of two-income families is the ‘one and a half’ earner model, in which the male partner 

works full-time and the female partner part-time (Keuzenkamp & Hooghiemstra 2000). This 

model of combining work and care may cause stress. A study by Van der Lippe, Jager and 

Kops focuses in particular on the influence of the work and household situation on 

                                                 
 
80 Search theory has its basis in labour economics. Van Ommeren and Nijkamp describe search theory as 
follows: Search theory aims to explain the behaviour of individuals who search for jobs or residences in order to 
improve their current situation. 
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‘combination pressure’ of men and women. Based on data gathered in 2001, they find that 

both men and women perceive combination pressure, but the reasons why differ between 

them. For men, working overtime in the evening produces combination pressure. For women, 

working overtime in the weekend means more combination pressure. The presence of a 

spouse working long hours produces more combination pressure for men but not for women. 

For women the presence of small children is more important (Van der Lippe et al 2003). They 

also find that men continue to do a greater part of paid employment and women a greater part 

of unpaid labour. A study by Dijst on travel patterns and use of space by two-earner 

households and the gender-related differences in two Dutch municipalities shows how the 

increase in women’s labour market participation will lead to an increase in the number of 

miles travelled by private car. Dijst finds that compared to part-timers, full-timers participate 

less in action spaces on the local level but more in action spaces on higher spatial levels. 

Since more women than men work part-time, he therefore expects an increase in the use of the 

private car during commuting hours but also in the evenings and weekends to participate in 

leisure activities (Dijst 1999). 

Keuzenkamp and Hooghiemstra (2000) find what they call a typically Dutch family 

ideology. There exists an emphasis on freedom of choice: women may work but they do not 

have to. But in addition to this freedom of choice, a strongly developed family ideology 

prescribes that if there are children, the family must be given priority. Keuzenkamp and 

Hooghiemstra find that men in particular support that view. Wel and Knijn conclude from 

research among 1,285 women with young children, that cultural factors rather than economic 

motives or institutional obstacles offer the most important explanation for whether they work 

or not. They argue that a ‘culture of care dominates more among women with lower than 

higher education levels, which clarifies the more limited labour participation of lower 

educated mothers’ (Wel & Knijn 2006, 633). 

Literature on household strategies for combining paid employment with care of family 

and household shows that household tasks are more and more contracted out, especially in 

households with double earners (Van der Lippe, Tijdens & De Ruijter 2004; Keuzenkamp & 

Hooghiemstra 2000). A strategy of families with children to limit mobility to a minimum is to 

combine mobility to the workplace with taking children to/from childcare facilities, and 

shopping (Harms 2005). 
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3.3. Family life cycle 

Harms (2005) found that households that consist of families with children are most 

often ‘on the move’. It appears however that in sum their travel distance is lower and they 

spent less time travelling than other households. Harms also sees a systematic decrease in 

mobility when people get older (Harms 2005). This finding is confirmed by a study by 

Tacken, although he also finds that the types of trips of the active group of elderly people are 

comparable in duration and distance with the trips made by other age groups (Tacken 1998). 

Both Harms and Tacken explain the lower mobility rate of elderly people by referring to the 

worsening state of health, and their lower income. Harms adds to this that older people less 

often have a driving license and own a car. Harms and Tacken expect the next generation of 

older people to be more mobile, because these people will have more income, more cars, and 

more driving licenses (Tacken 1998, Harms 2005). 

4. Job market 

4.1. Social mobility and spatial mobility 

Reserach by Van Ham (2001a) investigates whether workplace mobility (accepting a 

job a long distance away from the residence (Van Ham et al 2001c) has an effect on 

occupational achievement. He finds that workers who accept a job over a longer distance 

make more career advancement after a job change than workers who accept jobs closer to 

home. Van Ham et al (2001c) have also revealed that women show less workplace mobility 

than men. For women with a partner, workplace mobility has no effect on career 

advancement, because they are often ‘tied movers’. Some women accept a job over a larger 

distance because the household as a whole migrates for the sake of the career of the male 

spouse. Van Ham concludes that for women workplace mobility is only instrumental in career 

advancement when jobs are accepted over a long distance for their own careers (Van Ham 

2001a). 

In a different article Van Ham et al (2001c) go into more details about the 

determinants of workplace mobility: what people are spatially more flexible? They find that 

the following factors influence workplace mobility: 

-age: as people get older, their workplace mobility decreases rapidly 

-education: high education increases workplace mobility 

-presence of children: presence of children reduces workplace mobility for women, but not 

for men. 
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-marriage decreases workplace mobility for women, but not for men 

-employment status: unemployed men show more workplace mobility than employed men. 

For women there is no effect from previous labour status. 

Two further factors that influence workplace mobility are the characteristics of the job 

and the present commuting distance. Van Ham et al conclude that 

Our findings show the importance of the residential location in avoiding costly 

workplace mobility. Workplace mobility serves as a mechanism to overcome poor local 

access to suitable jobs. This statement implies that, for people who want to avoid mobility 

costs in terms of commuting and migration, those locations with the highest locational quality 

in terms of job access are the most favourable. These locations can be found at the edge of the 

larger cities, in between the major concentrations of employment. This is especially important 

for working women with partners and mothers, because they are more spatially constrained 

than men and are therefore more dependent on local job opportunities. These locations will 

also be superior for the unemployed, some of which may remain outside employment because 

of their spatial inflexibility’. (Van Ham et al 2001c: 938). 

4.2. Spatial mobility choices according to opportunities and requirements of the 
job market 

Research has found that dual earner households have a lower propensity to migrate 

than couples or families with a single breadwinner (Mulder 1993, Mulder and Hooimeijer 

1999) but may accept a longer commute (Van Ham 2001a). 

Economic analysis of residential mobility, workplace mobility and commuting has 

been conducted by Van Ommeren. In a 2000 article together with Rietveld and Nijkamp he 

investigates the relationship between residential and workplace relocation behaviour. They 

assume that ‘individuals maximise utility by moving through different labour market and 

housing market states, while taking into consideration that moving from one state to another 

is costly’ (Van Ommeren et al 2000, 213). One particularly interesting finding is that, when 

compared to employed people, non-employed people will accept fewer job offers and search 

less intensively in the labour market when residential moving costs are higher (Van Ommeren 

et al 2001, 231). These moving costs are higher in particular when housing policies (e.g. the 

housing subsidies in the Netherlands) discourage people to change residence. An earlier study 

by these three authors on two-earner households (see 2.1) indicated that on average, two 

earner households will move less than single wage earners. 
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Schwanen et al (2001) distinguish four different types of urban systems in the 

Netherlands. The effects of the relocation of jobs and residences to suburban locations appear 

mixed. For some urban regions, they find less commuting distances, but for other locations 

they find longer commuting distances. 

Rouwendal (1999) in his study of spatial job search and commuting distances for 

Dutch women confirms that female workers have a shorter average commute than male 

workers. The Dutch married and cohabiting women in his sample have a stronger reluctance 

to accept jobs with long commutes when they are older or have children. 

4.3. Localisation of jobs within each country, spatial distribution of various kinds 
of jobs 

There are several studies from geography and urban studies focusing on the 

polynucleated urban structure of the Randstad area. Van Ham (2005) addresses the question 

to what extent does spatial variation in job access within the Netherlands’ polynucleated 

urban structure influence job-related migration (Van Ham 2005). He finds that it is not the 

cities but the suburban residential locations in between the cities in the Randstad that show 

the highest level of job access. Higher level job access is shown to decrease the probability of 

job related migration. The results also show that, compared with people living outside the 

Randstad, people living in the major cities in the Randstad and in between these major cities 

have the lowest probability of changing residence for a job (Van Ham 2005). Another study 

by Van Ham, Hooimeijer, and Mulder (2001b) shows that urban form has a tremendous effect 

on job access. The authors evaluate job access of residential locations at varying level of 

commuting tolerance and for various types of employment. By means of a GIS analysis they 

are able to make maps which show that in the Randstad the suburban locations in between 

major employment centres provide the best job access for households with highly skilled 

workers. For poorly skilled workers with limited commuting tolerance the city centre is the 

best place to live (Van Ham et al 2001b). 

5. Social integration, social capital 

5.1. Social capital and mobility types 

No studies on social capital and mobility types could be found. For social capital in 

general Steyaert (2003) sees a trend of decreasing social capital in the Netherlands. Data from 
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the TBO (TijdsBestedingsOnderzoek)81 help Steyaert conclude that the time that people spend 

on social contacts at home is decreasing for both one-person households and households that 

consist of two or more people. Social contacts at home consist of talking with housemates or 

giving attention to children. Talking to housemates in particular has declined, probably due to 

a decrease in family size, but also due to individualisation of time spent at home. Social 

contact at home with others consists of activities such as receiving visitors, visiting other 

people and telephoning. Only telephoning shows an increase (Steyaert 2003). 

5.2. Social support, social networks and social capital 

Liefbroer and Mulder (2004) show that Dutch people find family solidarity important, 

but that most of them do not think that children have specific obligations towards their 

parents. A minority of people thinks children should take care of their ill parents, visit their 

parents weekly, and that elderly parents should be welcome to live in their childrens’ 

household. 

Dykstra has done research about family ties in the Netherlands. She argues how ties 

between family members are now more voluntary and based on mutual affection, and have 

less to do with an idea of obligations or task-awareness (Dykstra 2004). She says that this 

change however does not influence the amount of support given to family members: ‘family 

members engage in strong efforts to support and assist those in need’ (Dykstra 2004, 4). 

5.3. Spatial distribution of personal networks 

The Netherlands Kinship Panel Studies (NKPS) has researched the geographical 

distance among family members in the Netherlands (see Mulder and Kalmijn 2004). The 

results show that distance among parents, children, siblings, and parents-in-law who live 

outside their own household is 30-40 kilometres on average (Mulder and Kalmijn 2004, 78). 

For high educated people this distance is considerably larger. Mulder and Kalmijn also find 

that parents and children less often live in the same place of residence as compared to a few 

decades ago, but the researchers argue that this trend is not spectacular. 

De Boer et al study the geographical aspects of informal care-giving. Based on data by 

the NKPS, they conclude that distance to network members is an important factor in 

                                                 
 
81 Since 1975 every five years the Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands (SCP) carries out a 
research on time use called Tijdbestedingsonderzoek (TBO). This TBO measures movements in travel time only. 
The Time use research is based on five-yearly diary annotations of activities during a full week in October. 
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providing informal care. The chance that people give care is biggest when the distance 

between the potential care provider and receiver is 5 kilometres maximum, for a distance 

between 5-40 kilometres this chance strongly decreases, and from 40 kilometres onwards the 

chance is constant. These results apply to support given to family-members and friends alike. 

Furthermore, the authors find that children most often receive support, while parents-in law 

receive the least support (De Boer et al 2005, 78). 

6. Quality of life 

6.1. Subjective well-being, health related issues and spatial mobility 

The Living Condition Index (LCI) of the Netherlands, produced by the SCP, explicitly 

refers to mobility as a factor for measuring living condition. People with cars have a higher 

score on living conditions than those without, because having a car gives many people a sense 

of freedom, of being able to come and go as they please. This is presumed to have a 

favourable effect on their living conditions. In 1997 it has been decided to include possession 

of a public transport season ticket alongside car ownership, because having a public transport 

card can give a similar sense of freedom (Boelhouwer 2002). 

A research by Steg and Kalfs (2000) shows that Dutch people more and more feel they 

are short of time (Beckers 1995 in Steg and Kalfs). A reason for this is that on average they 

now spend more time on compulsory activities and they have less time for leisure activities. 

In their leisure time, people do more and visit more places that are also at a larger distance. 

Peters (1998) in Harms (2005) talks about freedom of movement: people want to 

decide for themselves about where, when, and how they move. 
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Gil Viry and Detlev Lück 

XI. Conclusion 

1. Overview of the empirical state-of-the-art in Europe 

The literature review in eight European countries and in the United States shows the 

large plurality of perspectives analysing the phenomenon of job-related spatial mobility 

connected with the family life. There is research oriented towards macro-level studies of the 

spread of mobile living arrangements and their impacts on the private sphere, as well as 

research carried out through micro or meso-level studies linking spatial mobility with family 

dynamics or social networks. Regarding the mobility forms that are studied, the main division 

concerns the studies of migration and seasonal work in Poland, whereas other countries have 

been shifting their interests towards the “modern” forms of mobility, like weekly commuting. 

In this conclusion we will firstly review the main empirical findings and then identify 

the gaps concerning the state-of-the-art in Europe. We will finish with some important 

insights of this literature review, partly detecting new aspects, partly confirming unverified 

assumptions, in connection with the research questions of the project. 

2. Main empirical findings 

The description of the empirical findings is structured into two axes: the first (sections 

2.1 to 2.4) describes the conditions (structural, cultural, family- or social network-related), 

supporting or hindering job mobility, whereas the second axis (sections 2.5 to 2.7) 

summarises the impact of job mobility on family, social networks or quality of life. Despite 

this separation for descriptive reasons, the conditions and impacts of job mobility, to a large 

degree, are the same: Mostly, the identical phenomena, like the family background or 

people’s social capital, are interacting with mobility in a reciprocal causal relationship, 

appearing as a condition for mobility and influenced by mobility at the same time. 

2.1. Individual socio-economic and family-related conditions, supporting or 
hindering job mobility 

Although representative data of the different mobility forms are missing, the national 

literature reviews show clear tendencies that occupational mobility is strongly structured 

socially. This leads to social inequalities regarding mobility as a resource and as a 

competence. 
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Firstly, occupational mobility is clearly linked with the education level and the job 

position (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b, De Miguel, 2002, Bancaja, 2005, 

Gobillon, 2001, Bonnet & Desjeux, 2000). Job-related mobility is then frequently associated 

with highly qualified workers (Haas, 2000, Büchel et al., 2002) or with managers (Guerrero, 

2001). A first explanation of this relationship is that there is a definite demand of mobility for 

specially certain occupational groups, relatively high-positioned. Persons who choose such 

jobs have prerequisite skills of mobility and are highly career-oriented, so they willingly 

accept the demands of mobility as a precondition for career enhancement. Skilled workers 

have also greater opportunities to get a job through residential mobility (to large cities 

particularly) (Bassand, 1985). The case of (incomplete) migration and seasonal work of 

Poland is an exception, with a high demand of unskilled labour. In the case of daily or weekly 

mobility forms, the relationship between high social status and mobility is also explained by 

differences in the residential localisation. People with higher education live more frequently 

in the cities and in suburbs or outlying areas, where the time of commuting is longer (De 

Miguel, 2002). The spatial mobility of the poorest categories of the population can be also 

explained by the difficulties in the access of public transport, which can lead to new forms of 

spatial segregation and financial problems in accessibility by car (Kaufmann, 2002, Le 

Breton, 2005). 

Secondly, the occupational mobility is strongly related with family structures. People 

who have the responsibility of small children are less mobile than those who do not. If the 

former are mobile, they also do not as far as the latter, staying in a regional proximity (Paulu, 

2001, Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b, Hagemann-White, 1996, Paéz, 1999, 

Montulet, Hubert, Huynen, 2005). Not surprisingly, it is then the categories of the younger 

people, the singles, the separated and the divorced that experience more mobile livings and 

these experiences are more desired (Gobillon, 2001, Paéz, 1999). Moreover, single-income 

couples are more mobile than dual-income couples. According to certain studies, this result is 

explained by the fact that the move is less advantageous if both partners work (Jürges, 2005, 

Kalter, 1997, Collmer, 2005). For Modenes (2000, 2004), the probability for single-income 

families to move to another residence is also higher, because the transition from renting to 

owning is financially more difficult. 

The difference between couples (with or without children) and singles is yet not so 

well-defined. Whereas some studies (Kalter, 1997, 1998) show a higher mobility of singles, 

Bonnet, Collet and Maurines (2006d) have shown through a survey that people who live in a 
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couple are more liable to experience occupational mobility than those living alone. The 

authors explain this result by a question of age and by the fact that people of middle age and 

living alone are more likely to move closer to their place of work. Linked to this last 

explanation, some authors (Kaufmann, 2001, Ascher, 1998) have shown that the desire of 

families to live outside the city (in order to raise children in a detached house) can lead to an 

increase of the daily mobility of families. More constrained, the high commuting time of low 

income households, like mothers with children, can be explained by the localisation of low-

cost homes in remote areas (ECVT, 2004, Kaufmann, 2002). 

In a gender perspective, some studies show that women are less frequently mobile 

than men. This finding seems to be explained mainly by the gender-structured labour market 

and by the gendered division of domestic work. When these factors are controlled, significant 

differences between men and women disappear (Jürges, 2005, Casado, 2003). Schneider, 

Limmer, and Ruckdeschel (2002a) have moreover shown that mobile men establish families 

just as often as non-mobile of the same age group, whereas mobile women are older (specially 

long-distance commuters and weekly mobile) than childless moving-mobile or non-mobile 

women. 

Different studies are interested in analysing the influence of family functioning on the 

mobility decisions. Challiol (1998, 2002) and Vignal (2005a, 2005b) focus, for example, their 

analysis on how the couple negotiates their professional and family roles within the 

household. According to these authors, a double-career couple, a single-career couple, or a 

couple where both partners subordinate their professions to family, will tend to choose 

different forms of mobile living. Kaufmann and Widmer (2006) suggest to go further in this 

perspective, in order to link the different dimensions of family functioning, i.e. the 

autonomy/fusion, the openness/closure and the regulation within the family, with specific 

forms of mobility and of mobility socialisation. For these authors, families oriented towards 

independence or openness could foster the mobility of the child on his own. This kind of 

family would then choose in the majority residential locations with a wealth of nearby 

amenities. In families valuing a prescriptive type of regulation, motility of the child would be 

controlled by strict rules, whereas in families based on contractual regulation, the 

independence of children would be seen more as an object that must be negotiated. The 

relationship between strong mobility and autonomy within the family functioning was not 

confirmed in the Spanish research (Meil, 1999, Alberdi & Escario, 2003, Diaz et al., 2004), 

whereas the study of Schneider, Limmer, and Ruckdeschel (2002a) establishes a link with 
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mobility strategies of families. Couples that place personal autonomy in the foreground 

frequently select the mobility forms shuttle and long distance relationship. Individuals who 

are family and/or partnership oriented choose more other forms like commuting. 

Very few findings are known about the influence of family structures on the different 

living arrangements. The relationship between family structure and migration was illustrated 

in the Polish situation. It was shown that having children generally motivates men to 

undertake stable work abroad and seasonal work, whereas childless men undertake more 

frequently short-term, temporary migration (Korczynska, 2003, Jonczy, 2003). 

2.2. Social network related conditions, supporting or hindering job mobility 

The composition and the localisation of interpersonal relationship networks can be 

related with specific forms of spatial mobility or on the contrary with forms of immobility. 

Certain studies about the solidarity network in the family (Pitrou, 1978, Coenen-Huther et al., 

1994) have showed that couples or individuals with low residential mobility belong to 

networks that are focused on family ties. By contrast, individuals with strong residential 

mobility have networks that are more open, more varied, less dense and less centred on the 

family. The strong ties constructed from an early age and existing within networks of relatives 

and friends were also identified as strong barriers of residential mobility (see next section on 

cultural conditions). 

Moreover the presence of a network of relatives, in particular the presence of 

grandparents, can facilitate childcare and other kinds of help when the parents work different 

hours or are absent in case of migration (Dandurand & Ouellette, 1995, Attias-Donfut & 

Segalen, 1998, Messant-Laurent et al., 1993, Hirszfeld & Kaczmarczyk, 1999, Korczynska, 

2002). These family networks can foster specific forms of spatial mobility. The migration 

network for example plays a key part in the migration process (Gorny & Stola, 2001). 

Conversely, the network of relatives and friends plays a significant role in the mobility 

strategies of individuals, for example, in their ability to react to a job loss by moving (Vignal, 

2005a, 2005b). 

Different research works (Pooley & Turnbull, 1998) bring out a new relation with 

space, characterised by the reversibility: The non-recurring of mobility (migration, move) are 

substituted by recurring forms (daily or weekly mobility). This substitution leads to a 

transformation of space-time temporalities of the long term into the short term. It also 
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corresponds to a modification of the impact of mobility on the social networks. When 

individuals travel rather than migrate, commute rather than move, the social networks and 

attachments can be maintained easier (Larsen et al., 2005). 

2.3. Cultural conditions, supporting or hindering job mobility 

Although no systematic analysis about mobility culture in Europe was carried out, it 

appears from numerous national empirical studies a strong yearning for sedentary life and 

residential stability. Rather than spatial mobility desires, people insist on the binding to 

hometowns and on the importance to keep the familiar circle of relatives and friends (see 

above the section social networks conditions). This desire seems to be connected to the fact 

that many people live in the same place as their parents, or close to them. The residential 

mobility beyond the borders of ones’ own region is particularly rejected (Bassand, 1985, 

Schneider, 2005). This strong unwillingness to move is also confirmed when the residential 

mobility must be considered for professional reasons (in order to keep or to get a job) (Vignal, 

2005a, 2005b, Allesklar.com, 2006). A change of residence is then often seen as one of the 

worst alternatives (Meier, 1998, Brixy & Christensen, 2002). 

Except for some specific differences between countries (like regional identities in 

Spain or in Switzerland), the cultural reasons mentioned by national studies not to move are 

similar, mainly strong binding with the homeland region and strong family culture (Paéz, 

1999, Bassand, 1985, Limmer, 2005 and for an example of weak attachment to the city 

leading to a stronger mobility willingness: Nahon, 2001). Beyond the importance of these two 

cultural factors, some studies insist on the influence of the combination of several factors, 

including structural ones (see next section), which influence the negotiation and the mobility 

decisions of the household (Vignal, 2005a, 2005b, Modenes, 2000, 2004). 

Given the difficulty for people to change residence, some studies present the 

commuting as a more accepted mobile living (Kalter, 2004; Collmer, 2005). However, the 

acceptance to cover great distances by commuting also seems not to be high, even in the case 

of unemployed people in order to get a job (Allesklar.com, 2006). Even among the mobile 

persons, spatial mobility seems not to be positively evaluated as an individual achievement 

(Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b), rather considered as unable to fulfil their roles 

of parent, of friend or of community member. 

Freisl (1994) associates this rather negative evaluation of mobility in European Union 
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with the values systems and dominant norms. In contrast with the North American values of 

freedom and equality promoting spatial mobility, the European Union is characterised by 

values like property ownership and education which have hindered it. 

Mobility is perceived some other way in Poland. In a country where spatial mobility is 

mainly linked to migration and seasonal work, mobile living is more seen as a normal part of 

life (Kaczmarczyk & Hirszfeld, 1999, Kaczmarczyk, 2001, Solga, 2002, Romaniszyn, 2002, 

Slany, 1997). The socialisation of children of migrants plays an important part in this 

migration culture (Hirszfeld & Kaczmarczyk, 2000, Lopacka-Dyjak, 2006). 

2.4. Structural and economic conditions, supporting or hindering job mobility 

In a context of economic liberalisation and opening up of markets for communication 

and workers, the national literatures confirm the increasing importance of the spatial job-

related mobility. On a macro-economic level, occupational mobility is supported as fight 

against unemployment, by more job flexibility and an increased inter-regional mobility 

(Zühlke, 2000, Büchel, Frick, & Witte, 2002). The unemployment is particularly a push factor 

in Poland, in the case of migration and seasonal workers. The governments set up different 

kinds of incentives, such as improvement of the transport infrastructure (Ugoiti, 1999, 

Gutierrez, 1993, Kochanska, 2002), tax write-off (like in Germany), etc. 

Nevertheless, according to the literature reviews, some structural, economic and 

political factors still are an obstacle to occupational mobility. A first set of factors is linked to 

the housing market. For example, the shortage of flats, the prices and the lack of legal private 

ownership in Poland (Krynska, 2001), the rigidity of the housing market and the strong and 

early home ownership in Spain (De Miguel, 2002, Modenes & Lopez, 2004), the high home 

owning rate in France (Vignal, 2005a, 2005b) or the high value of home owning in Germany 

(Wagner, 1989) restrict the residential mobility. For the Spanish authors, this aspect is even 

strongly associated with the increase in the commuting time. A second set of reasons is linked 

with economic factors, such as the lack of job opportunities, the persistence of the split shift 

system in Spain (Bentolila, 2001, De Miguel, 2002), the unequal prospect of employees in 

France, which facilitates mobility of certain skilled workers, whereas it hinders the mobility 

of others (Vignal, 2005a, 2005b), etc. A third set of factors are more political, like the 

political decentralisation, the regional distribution of income and the expansion of the welfare 

state and the trade union activity in Spain (Bentolita, 2001) or the decentralised political and 

educational system in Germany and Switzerland. For De Miguel (2002), the lack of mobility 
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in Spain is also explained by the heavily concentration of the population in urban 

communities, even in agricultural areas. For this latter country, but particularly for Poland, 

one main barrier of mobility remains the lack of road and public transport infrastructures. 

2.5. Impact on partnerships and family relations, coping strategies 

Very few studies explicitly deal with the interaction between job-related mobility and 

family lives. Nevertheless, a few tendencies emerge clearly from the national literature 

review. 

A first strong tendency is that male job mobility reinforces the traditional division of 

labour in the partnership/family (with a female partner taking on the main burden of 

housework and child rearing and putting her own professional career on hold), whereas the 

female mobility leads instead to more equality in the division of labour between the two 

partners (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a, Limmer, 2004a, Bonnet, Collet, & 

Maurines, 2006a, 2006d, ECVT, 2004). However when the woman is mobile, she continues 

to invest considerably more than the man in the domestic sphere, even if she is fully 

employed (Limmer, 2004a, Bonnet, Collet, & Maurines, 2006a, 2006d). When the two 

partners are mobile, the woman generally chooses a job that is nearer to the place of residence 

than those chosen by the man, in order to take care of the home, but also because her lower 

salary and her shorter working hours reduce the cost-effectiveness of the commuting (Casado, 

2003). 

The double tasks of mobile women (home and work) lead them, when they have 

children, to face difficulties, unless they are supported by a social network or by a very well 

developed childcare infrastructure (Pelizäus-Hoffmeister, 2001). In the survey of Bonnet, 

Collet and Maurines (2006a) about high-ranking professions, certain women explain that they 

appreciate their higher autonomy while the male partner is away. In the case of long distance 

relationship or shuttles, the unequal division of labour in the household is not verified in the 

different studies, which were carried out about this issue. In the same way than the other 

studies, Soriano (2005) observes that mobility, in this case a separation of residence, increases 

the inequality in the division of labour. The small amount of participation by the man 

disappears almost entirely when he spends most of his time away from the household. 

Becerril (2003) presents quite the reverse with a very fair division of tasks taking place during 

the time the couple is together. 
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In the case of migration in Poland, this difference in the division of labour between 

mobile men and mobile women is also observed (Lukowski, 2001, Lopocka-Dyjak, 2006, 

Solga, 2002). When the man migrates, the woman is often overburdened with responsibilities 

and tasks (Solga, 2002). She develops new skills and personality traits, becomes more self-

sufficient and independent (Kukułowicz, 2001). In many cases, the woman quits her job to 

fully take care of home duties and children (Solga, 2002). When it is the woman who 

migrates, the man is poorly coping with the domestic responsibilities, seeking assistance of 

relatives, especially in taking care of children, whereas the migrant woman tends to 

coordinate the family life even from distance (Lukowski, 2001). In the case of mother’s 

migration, children get more involved in housework (Lopocka-Dyjak, 2006, Solga, 2002). 

A second tendency is that in families of occupationally mobile individuals, certain 

problems are intensified (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a, Wendl, 2005a, Soriano, 

2005, Becerril, 2003, Lopocka-Dyjak, 2006, Kaczmarczyk-Sowa, 1996, Grzymała-

Kazlowska, 2001b, Romaniszyn, 2002). The main problem seems to be the lack of time 

shared with the family/partner. This leads to a plurality of difficulties, which can vary with 

the type of mobility. It seems that weekly commuting and other forms of mobility associated 

with long separation of the family are the most problematic. Certain mentioned difficulties are 

the decrease of parental authority over the children, the necessity to bring up the children on 

one’s own, the children’s suffering from separation, the decrease of closeness between family 

members or partners, loneliness and stress, the weekends overloaded with leisure activities, 

the fear that the relationship might fail, etc. The often less problematic form would be the 

residential mobility, with difficulties like the adaptation of children and partners into the new 

environment, the intercultural problems in case of travelling in foreign countries, and so on. 

Occupationally mobile individuals primarily attempt to find relief from stress by 

developing strategies to adapt themselves and their family to their situation in life. These 

strategies can be of different kinds, such as the choice in the mobility form (Wagner, 1989, 

Schneider, 2002a), the implication of the mobile father maintaining involved in raising 

children and finding time for their children despite long absences from home (Schneider, 

2002a, Montulet, Hubert, & Huynen, 2005), the usage of modern forms of communication 

technology (telephone, e-mails, internet) in place of physical proximity (Karczynska, 2003, 

Kesselring, 2005), the ability to deal with transport infrastructures (Kesselring, 2005), the 

adaptation of the couple in order to privilege the moments of interaction with the partner or 

with the family, finding time strategies in order to cleverly combine work and private life 
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between planning and improvisation (Montulet, Hubert, & Huynen, 2005), the reorganisation 

of the working time (part-time, work at home), and finding help from the extended family. 

The study of Bonnet, Collet and Maurines (2006b, 2006c) links family functioning, 

family problems and mobility. It shows that when the man is mobile, the best arrangement is 

that the woman dedicates herself entirely to running the home while the man is away. In 

situations where the professional fulfilment of each partner exists, more constraints are 

attached to spatial mobility. When the mobility of one partner is clearly experienced as an 

impediment for self-fulfilment (in family/partnership life, in social life, in community life), 

the couple generally quickly puts an end to the situation of mobility. 

2.6. Impact on social networks 

Very little is known about the relationship between spatial mobility and social 

networks. A number of studies relate the difficulty for mobility people to form and maintain 

social networks. The main explanation is the little time for new acquaintances outside the 

close circle of family for high mobile people. Couples and families prefer to spend the little 

time they have together (Collmer, 2005, Becerril, 2003, Soriano, 2005). The contacts outside 

of the professional environment are delegated to the immobile partner (Schneider, Limmer, & 

Ruckdeschel, 2002a). However another set of studies focuses on the capabilities of mobile 

people to develop an extensive social network through their occupational mobility and the 

job-related contacts with other people. For Schmitz (2004), residential mobility and change of 

workplaces are not directly a handicap for integrating local social networks unless the initial 

difficulties. For Montulet and Kaufmann (2004), high-speed mobility is an essential 

competence for social and professional integration, for linking up the various sphere of life, 

thus being able to connect the different and spatially-separated networks. 

2.7. Impact on health and quality of life 

The different studies measuring the quality of life show that mobile people consider 

themselves to be more dissatisfied with the amount of free time they have (ECVT, 2004). The 

commuters feel more psychologically stressed (Stalder et al., 2000) and show an increased 

frequency of illnesses (Jüttner, 1976, Ott & Gerlinger, 1992). In contrast to the time spent on 

commuting, the distance travelled has little impact on health risks (Blickle, 2005, Rapp, 

2003). Schneider, Limmer, and Ruckdeschel (2002) showed that stress experienced by 

mobility workers significantly depends on the actual form of mobility. The most stressed are 

workers with at least one hour one way to work, weekend commuters and “vari-mobile.” At 
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the other end of this scale, the people in long distance relationship and people who moved are 

not or hardly more stressed than non-mobile people. Interestingly, mobility has also an impact 

on the well-being of the wives or partners of long distance and weekly commuters (Rodler & 

Kirchler, 2001, Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002). 

3. Gaps concerning the state-of-the-art in Europe 

In the past, job-related mobility has often been studied in economic terms with a focus 

on migration, and an interest in mobility of human resources in relation to the labour market 

and to unemployment. Secondly there is research on job-related mobility in terms of urban 

planning, with the issues of controlling traffic flow and pollution, addressing daily commuting 

only implicitly. Thirdly there are recent studies on the social and psychological consequences 

of mobility. Also research on the interaction between job-related mobility and family life 

exists. However, these and other studies are rather rare and address mostly highly selected 

groups and/or issues. The issues, interests, and state-of-the-arts vary strongly between 

countries. A systematic overview over the forms of job-related mobility with representative 

data is missing, for Europe as for each of the participating countries. Some developing mobile 

living forms, such as long distance relationships, shuttles or job nomads were hardly studied. 

Moreover the theoretical concepts related to job mobility have not yet been systematically 

applied. 

3.1. Creating a systematic, holistic, representative empirical data-base 

For most forms of mobile living, there is no representative data to describe them. 

Especially a cross-national comparison and European level-data are missing. So far, research 

has been either following a qualitative approach, or an explorative non-representative design, 

or it has focussed on a very specific sub-group, such as officers in the armed forces or 

seamen. So no data-base exists that would allow to describe the proportions of job-related 

mobility in European societies in general. 

3.2. Providing a systematic, holistic description of the various forms of mobility 
or dimensions to do so 

If job-related mobility is described, scientists usually focus on specific categories, 

such as migrants, movers or daily commuters. Due to the limited focus, the definition of these 

categories remains a formality that reproduces a conception already given in society. The 

categories people generally have in mind also serve as heuristic categories for the research. 

Scientists are looking for migrants, movers, and daily commuters, so it is migrants, movers, 
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and daily commuters which they find. 

It is not known in which proportions these various forms of mobility – according to 

which definition – exist in European societies (and how relevant research on them is). Neither 

a systematic holistic description for one or more European countries has been made, nor a 

comparison between countries. It is not known how many further or “in-between” forms of 

mobility exist in which quantities that have not yet been studied or even labelled. Also some 

“modern” forms of mobility that are known to exist, like weekly commuting or “job nomads,” 

have hardly been studied. Very little is then known about how these different forms of 

mobility may be combined. 

3.3. Linking spatial mobility to other research fields: family, social networks, 
social structure, personality, and health 

We know something about the consequences of precarious job-situations for private 

life. Yet, we know rather little about the consequences of job-related mobility demands for the 

private sphere, such as partner and family relations, social networks, health, and quality of 

life. With the exception of migration, we also know rather little about how the private sphere, 

how socio-economic or how demographic features influence decisions regarding becoming 

mobile. And we know even less about in what way these interdependencies need to be 

differentiated by the form of mobility or the (political, economical, cultural, or geographical) 

national context. 

The different mobility strategies of families, as an alternative to moving, such as 

living in a long distance relationship or weekly commuting, are not well known. According to 

the interplay between mobility and private sphere, very few studies analyse how the family 

context and the interpersonal networks influence the mobility practices and mobility 

acceptance. Yet, we have good reason to believe that there are important consequences and 

significant variations. 

3.4. Applying theoretical concepts 

Empirical research, especially quantitative research on migration, so far has been 

strongly influenced by Rational Choice theories. However, there is reason to believe that an 

economic view on the decision to become mobile is not sufficient, especially not in 

explaining job-related mobility in every form. Also, a theory is missing for describing 

consequences of mobility for the private sphere. 
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On a theoretical level there is much literature about flexibilisation, globalisation, 

precariousness or vulnerability of occupations, as a broader category, and its effects on the 

private sphere. However, within these publications spatial mobility mostly remains an implicit 

aspect. And even if it is made explicit its assumed interrelation with the private sphere is 

hardly tested empirically. 

A few more specific theoretical concepts have been designed, analysing job mobility 

explicitly, especially the concepts of motility or those of family career. The former insists on 

the potential and actual capacity of people to be mobile, i.e. the way an individual or a group 

appropriates the realms of possibility concerning mobility and puts it to use. The concept of 

family career analyses job mobility through the global perspective of family life course and 

the various contingencies of the family environment. However, these two concepts have not 

yet been satisfyingly applied in empirical research. 

3.5. Summary 

Basically, the literature reviews confirm that the gaps concerning the state-of-the-art in 

mobility research that have been thought to exist really do so. Research proposal and research 

design of Job Mobility and Family Lives in Europe have aimed to answer a number of major 

open questions in this research field. These questions were formulated as research areas based 

on a sound knowledge of the state-of-the-art. However, only a systematic in-depth research on 

the published research was able to confirm that none of the formulated questions has yet been 

answered. The gaps in the state-of-the-art that have been verified to exist are: 

• A representative empirical data-base is missing that would allow a systematic study of 

occupational spatial mobility of all kinds. Also a data-base for cross-national comparative 

research on occupational spatial mobility is missing. 

• Due to this lack of data, no systematic and holistic description has yet been made of the 

various forms of mobility in general. And, of course, a systematic comparison between 

European countries in this respect is also missing. Only specific sub-groups have been 

studied so far. Also a systematic description of relevant dimensions distinguishing forms 

of mobility does not yet exist. 

• Occupational spatial mobility has not yet systematically been linked to other research 

fields, such as: family, social networks, social structure, personality, and health. Although 

several linkages have been reported, they have not been studied in a quantitative study, 

integrating various interrelated factors and potential causal interrelations, so the 
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significance of any of these linkages, so far, can only be estimated. 

• The correlations and variations have not all yet been satisfyingly explained within a 

theoretical framework. And the existing theoretical concepts that are probably able to do 

so have not yet been satisfyingly applied in empirical research. 

4. Insights concerning the research agenda of Job Mobilities and Family 
Lives in Europe82 

In this section a number of significant insights are presented, which are emerging from 

the national literature reviews. Some of them have been anticipated, and now can confirm the 

research design in this anticipation. Others are new. For these, the possible consequences 

concerning the research questions of Job Mobility and Family Lives in Europe and/or the 

construction of its questionnaire are discussed. 

4.1. The ideological dimension of spatial mobility 

Like for most topics in social sciences, the issue of job-related mobility is connected 

to strong emotional associations and normative evaluations. And maybe more than in other 

research fields, the scientific debate is shaped by these evaluations. Whether considered 

positively (Kaufmann et al., 2004, Paéz, 1999) or in a more critical way (Lanoy, 2004, 

Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999), the ideological dimension of spatial mobility is strongly 

present in the literature reviews. In many studies spatial mobility seems indeed to be 

presented as a good or a bad thing. As analysed by Montulet and Kaufmann (2004), one 

reason is that the contemporary ideology of spatial mobility confuses spatial mobility and 

social fluidity: Mobility is interpreted as a symptom for the openness of societies for social 

mobility, as freedom for individuals to move upwards and achieve self-fulfilment. On the 

other hand the mobility demands of the labour market are considered a restraint or even a 

threat to partnerships, families, and people’s social integration, arguing that the maintenance 

of social relations requires physical presence. 

This insight emphasises the importance of mobility research maintaining emotional 

distance to the object of research. That includes neutrality in the way the questions in the 

questionnaire are formulated. In a more general perspective, it also questions our view of 

spatial mobility and spatial competences. It is often assumed that mobility is moving quickly 

and far away. However the lack of mobility is not necessarily a disadvantage or an advantage. 

                                                 
 
82 As to be formulated in their final version in deliverable 4 (D4) 
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Spatial competences are not simply composed of mobility competences. To be able to settle in 

an area, to link together sedentary and mobile life, to be able to put together the different 

activities in space and time are completely essential, in particular regarding the family and 

social integration issues. 

It is fair and necessary that research is informed about positive and negative 

evaluations of mobility. It has to take these evaluations into account when interpreting the 

decisions people make regarding becoming or not becoming mobile, regarding the choice 

between relocation and commuting. It is even worthwhile to measure the evaluations people 

have in their minds empirically, so that effects on mobility decisions can be documented. 

However, like in every other field of social science, the researcher should avoid policy advice 

that take on any of these evaluations as necessarily and only true. 

4.2. All forms of mobility are concentrated on specific societal groups 

The literature reviews show clearly that certain categories of the population 

concentrate practically all forms of mobile living, whereas other categories are characterised 

by few mobility practices of all kind. The societal groups that are likely to become mobile are 

those with a high level of education, men, young people, single earner couples, etc. 

More generally one can summarise that most studies underline the relation between 

mobility (competences, valuation and practices) and social structures (social status, 

occupational groups, gender, age, etc.), revealing notable inequalities to mobility between 

social groups (among others: Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b, Jürges, 2005, Le 

Breton, 2005, De Miguel, 2002, ECVT, 2004, Bassand et al., 1985). The differences in 

mobility and in motility, in this perspective, are strongly linked with the social structure and 

appear as more as pure individual differences between actors (ability to be mobile, to cope 

with stress, to maintain relative networks, etc.). 

This insight emphasises the view on motility as being socially structured, as being a 

dimension of social inequality. It emphasises the legitimacy of the research questions which 

groups in society are enabled or pushed towards or excluded from becoming mobile. 

However, this insight does not diminish the legitimacy of individual level analyses and 

psychological approaches to mobility. 
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4.3. Mobility and gender relations 

The literature reviews confirm the fact that job mobility is differently experienced by 

men and women. The link between family and mobile life often hinges on this difference, 

with more or less opposite effects of men or of women facing job mobility demands. Whereas 

the man is often the mobile partner in the couple, the woman plays a crucial part in adapting 

the family life with the professional obligations of her spouse and in facing up the difficulties 

that it brings. They do so as much when the man is gone (childcare) as when he is home 

(socializing together) (Bonnet, Collet, & Maurines, 2006a). Several studies confirm the 

gender inequalities to mobility, in reinforcing the traditional division of domestic and 

professional labour (Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002a, Limmer, 2004a, Bonnet, 

Collet, & Maurines, 2006a, 2006d, ECVT, 2004). More frequently, the woman has to give up 

career plans when her partner is mobile. Furthermore, when she herself is mobile, she 

continues to invest more than the man in the domestic sphere. 

This insight confirms that the research questions of Job Mobility and Family Lives in 

Europe need to pay a particular attention to the gender perspective in the mobility issues. It 

emphasises the importance of the female part within the mobile couple to deal with family 

and mobile life at once. 

4.4. Mobility types may be combined with each other 

The different studies quoted in the national literature reviews (among others: 

Schneider, Limmer, & Ruckdeschel, 2002b) bring out that the different spatial mobility forms 

sometimes are combined with each other, not only in the sense of affecting the same “risk 

groups,” but also on an individual level. This can be true in a sense of two or more recurring 

forms of mobility happening at the same time (like long-distance commuting and frequent 

business trips with overnights away from home). It is even more likely to be true in a sense of 

a sequence of various singular forms of mobility (like a migration followed by a long-distance 

move within the country). Furthermore there are hybrid forms or “in-between” forms of 

mobility, as the following section is describing in more detail. 

4.5. Mobility behaviour may be ambiguous regarding the category it belongs into 

A further fact that has been anticipated is confirmed by the literature reviews: 

Mobility behaviour as found in the empirical reality can not always be clearly associated with 

a specific category or more general type. Often, frequent changes of mobility behaviour, 

simultaneous existence of more than one form or irregularities make the empirically found 
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phenomenon appear too complex and ambiguous to sort it into a simple system of categories. 

This insight raises the question whether the typology of Job Mobilities and Family 

Lives in Europe is sensitive enough for ambiguity and whether any typology can be. It seems 

unavoidable to use some sort of pre-defined concept as a heuristic approach, and given the 

diversity of mobility forms, it seems unavoidable that this concept has to be some sort of pre-

defined category system. However, it can be discussed how broad, open, and general heuristic 

categories should be, so that they allow capturing also ambiguous and unexpected forms of 

mobility. With a broad category system to start out with, more variation can be captured as it 

exists in the empirical reality. Later, the various forms of mobility can be described by using a 

more differentiated and precise typology, constructed on the grounds of existing data. These 

forms could be defined from the dimensions of spatial mobility: time of travel, frequency of 

travel (daily, weekly or yearly mobility, irregular mobility) and irreversibility of travel (move, 

migration). Beyond analytic types, it seems relevant to construct empirical mobility types 

through a cluster analysis for example. 

4.6. Difficulty to isolate the professional cause in the movement 

The national literature reviews show very clearly the difficulty to isolate the 

professional reason in some phenomena of mobility. The studies of Détang-Dessendre et al. 

(2004), of Gobillon (2001), of Debrand and Taffin (2005) or of Kaufmann and Widmer 

(2006), for example, show the simultaneous influence of many factors (economic, 

professional, family or residential) on spatial mobility at the same time. The increasing 

phenomenon of peripheral urbanisation illustrates this very well. Such localisation favours 

long distance commuting to the urban centres. However, this living arrangement can probably 

be partly explained by family reasons (to raise children in a detached house), by 

environmental ones (to take advantage of clean air, stillness), by the property market (to buy 

an affordable house), etc. The studies of Modenes (2000, 2004) show also the necessity of a 

multi-dimensional perspective to explain occupational mobility. The stronger commuting 

practices by mothers with children are understood by economic reasons and spatial 

localisation (living in more remote areas). 

This ambiguity has not been foreseen in the research design in that extent. This raises 

the issue of how to deal with mobility that is gradually motivated by occupational reasons. 

One consequence for the research design of Job Mobility and Family lives in Europe might be 

to at least measure the motivation by occupational reasons as a gradual phenomenon that is on 
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a continuum rather than as a dichotomy. 

4.7. Interactions between mobility and other social phenomena 

Various studies of the national literature reviews (Kaufmann & Widmer, 2006, Vignal, 

2005a, 2005b, Challiol, 1998, 2002, Korczynska, 2003, Jonczky, 2003) show clearly the 

reciprocal causality between mobility and family structures and family functioning. Mobility 

practices influence private life, but family context considerably influences in return mobility 

decisions. The family functioning and family structures (Kaufmann, Widmer, Korczynska, 

Jonczky), the “reciprocity rules” within the couple (Challiol), the “family logics” (Vignal) 

play an important part in spatial mobility acceptance and spatial mobility practices. 

What is true for family dynamics is true also for other phenomena that are related to 

mobility: In most cases we find reciprocal causal influences rather than one-way impacts. The 

life course structures mobility by making it likely or unlikely for specific groups to be 

confronted with mobility, for example with young adults in the beginning of their professional 

careers being more affected than elder people. However, mobility can, in return, affect the 

events structuring the life course, for example by postponing the family phase to a higher age. 

A strong social integration in a specific geographical place might make mobility less likely or 

commuting more likely than relocating. In return, mobility, once it happens, (or non-mobility) 

has a strong influence on the social integration of an individual. Similar reciprocal causalities 

can probably be found for inter-generational ties, psychological condition, quality of life and 

other social or psychological phenomena. 

This insight emphasises the view on job mobility as being embedded in a larger 

system linked to family dynamics, to life course, to spatial localisation and so on. It confirms 

that the research questions of Job Mobility and Family Lives in Europe need to pay a 

particular attention to interaction and not only to the unidirectional impact of spatial mobility 

on family lives. Generally this is already implemented in the research design. However, it 

might be worthwhile to be reminded and to systematically check assumed relationships for 

reciprocal relationships that might have been overseen. Furthermore, this insight highlights 

the importance to analyse the family and the professional life course through some diachronic 

questions in the questionnaire. 
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4.8. Social network, social capital and spatiality 

Some studies (Grosetti, 2006, Schmitz, 2004, Kaufmann, Widmer, 2006, Larsen et al., 

2005, Soriano, 2005, Becerril, 2003) focus on the interactions between social networks and 

spatial mobility. Although not many studies link these two scientific fields, the few findings 

suggest us to attach a great importance to this perspective. The job mobility is likely to 

modify the interpersonal networks, in terms of composition (status of the members), of 

localisation (near the workplace, the place of residence, the birthplace), of structure (density, 

connectivity), of strength of ties (weak or strong ties). In return, the networks and their 

characteristics can influence the mobility of people integrated into these networks. It is 

particularly the fact in the case of migration and seasonal work, as related in the Polish 

literature review (among others: Kaczmarczyk & Lukowski, 2004). However, the 

interpersonal network can also exercise an influence on daily forms of mobility. For example, 

a dense and broadened family network near the place of residence can hinder residential 

mobility and foster long-distance commuting, instead. Therefore, the network analysis is in a 

position to grasp mobility forms, also characterised by ephemeral time and extent space 

according to the definition of Montulet’s space-time theory (Montulet, 2005). 

Since network analyses are particularly in a position to understand the systemic 

structure of mobile phenomena (through the spatiality and the structure of interrelations), the 

research questions should integrate the network problematic in order to deal with issues 

linking mobility, family lives and social integration. It is important to recognize that not only 

the more intense networks of immediate family, kinship, and close friends, but also the 

broader networks of neighbourhood, community engagement, of memberships and voluntary 

activities in clubs, associations, unions, and parties may be significant. 
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