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Introduction

1 Until a few decades ago, the outmigration of rural populations was studied mainly by

analyzing the economic and demographic forces that hampered rural populations to have

a  sustainable  livelihood  in  the  countryside  [for  an  excellent overview of  the  recent

historiography,  see  Oris,  2003].  The  history  of  the  rural  exodus  was  the  history  of

overpopulation,  proto-industrial  decline,  rationalization  and  mechanization  of

agriculture  on  the  one  hand,  and  the  lure of  urban  employment  or  agricultural

opportunities  abroad  on  the  other.  Thus,  migration  was  seen  as  an  adjustment  of

economic and demographic imbalances between regions. But this was a rather one-sided

view on rural migration. The intense local and regional mobility of the population was

often overlooked, as it did not result in net regional losses or gains. Recently, much more

attention has recently been paid to the role of communities and families in forging links

between  sending  and  receiving  regions  and  in  sustaining  migration  networks  [e.g.

Fontaine, 2007; Guilmoto, Sandron 2001; Wegge, 1998; Lesger et al., 2002]. Also, the role of

migration experiences of family members creating ‘family territories’ has become part of

the  agenda  of  historical  migration  studies  [e.g.  Rosental,  1999;  Bras,  Neven,  2007;

Kesztenbaum,  2008].  Finally,  family  situation  (e.g.  death  of  parents  and  arrival  of

stepparents) and individual characteristics, such as position in the sibling order and own

migration experience, have been added to increasingly complex explanatory models [Kok,

1997; Dribe, Lundh, 2005; Bras, 2003].
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2 Already in 1990, Massey [1990] advocated the use of multilevel models to capture the

(cumulative) interaction between individual propensity to migrate, household strategies,

evolving  networks  of  migrants,  and  community  factors,  such  as  the  structure  of

landholding. Indeed, such an approach has been followed in several studies, but, often,

such models are based on data collections that are full of individual information, but

relatively limited in their geographic scope. Therefore, they generally do not allow for

comparisons across soil types, agricultural systems or regions with different inheritance

practices.  Indeed,  in the nineteenth century,  the Netherlands displayed a remarkable

diversity in terms of regional cultures (e.g. dialects) and rural economies [Knippenberg,

De Pater, 1988]. Also, many studies focus on one type of migration only, e.g. emigration;

leaving  home  or  rural-urban  moves.  Rarely  are  these  different  types  of  migration

interpreted as an array of residential options, and the relative importance of familial or

contextual  factors  for  individuals  in  deciding  between  these  options  is  hardly  ever

studied.  In this article,  we explore a relatively new source on rural  migration in the

Netherlands. The Historical Sample of the Netherlands [Mandemakers, 2000] covers the

entire country and allows us to connect migratory moves of individuals with the family

situation on the one hand, the community on the other. We will combine a multilevel

approach as  envisaged by  Massey  with  a  competing  risk  analysis,  capturing  the  full

variety of migration options. Thus, we will contrast ‘staying’ of rural inhabitants to local

and regional migration, interregional migration, migration to a city, and emigration. In

doing so, we hope to understand the relative importance of individual, household, and

local factors in choosing one type of migration over another.

3 In the next section we give a brief overview of the historiography on internal migration

in the countryside of the Netherlands, and we focus on hypothesized ‘push factors’ for

migrating that have been identified in the literature. Then, we will introduce our dataset,

and describe the design of our multivariate model. We will focus on the migration of

families.  The  central  question  will  be  what  household  and  what  (local  or  regional)

contextual factors determine whether people will leave, whether their outmigration will

be short or long-distanced, and whether it can be seen as a true rural exodus in the sense

of moving to a city or abroad.

 

1. Rural migration in the Netherlands

4 Before discussing specific hypotheses, we provide a very brief sketch of the changes in

rural  migration  patterns  in  Dutch  history  until  the  Second  World  War.  The  Dutch

economic success of the seventeenth century was based, by and large, on seafaring, trade

and  commercial  agriculture,  and  was  concentrated  in  the  prosperous  and  populous

coastal regions. From the second half of the eighteenth century onwards, the Dutch lost

their competitive edge and, although still wealthy, had to face economic hard times. The

once  booming  coastal  areas  of  Holland  stagnated,  with  several  cities  undergoing

population decline. For centuries, the coast had attracted seasonal workers and sailors for

the East India Company from the eastern part of the country, as well as from Germany

and beyond [Lucassen, 1987].  However, in the nineteenth century this pattern did no

longer exist. Until about 1875, the western, urbanized part of the Netherlands had a very

small  migration surplus.  Only The Hague,  the capital  of  the newly unified state,  and

Rotterdam, the gateway to expanding Germany attracted large numbers of newcomers.

Not  surprisingly,  people  escaping  the  severe  economic  crises  of  the  mid-nineteenth
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century did not go to the cities, but went abroad, in particular to the United States. They

joined a stream of dissenting Orthodox Protestants, who hoped to find in America the

religious freedom they missed in the Netherlands. For a long time, America remained the

most popular destination of emigrants, to be superseded by Germany in the final decades

of the nineteenth century [Oomen, 1983]. From the last quarter of the nineteenth century

onward, employment in agriculture diminished, due to the agricultural crisis (1878-1895),

and  mechanization.  Many  people  from  the  afflicted  regions  left  for  the,  by  now

expanding, cities in the West, but also to the new industrial centers in the East and South

and  the  coal  mining  area  in  Limburg  [Ekamper  et  al.,  2003;  Engelen,  2009].  When

commuting possibilities increased (e.g. through the advent of the bicycle in the early

twentieth century),  rural people living close to towns with industrial employment no

longer needed to migrate for work.

5 The literature on rural  migration in the Netherlands is  characterized by either  very

general studies based on census data [e.g. Ter Heide, 1965; Kok, 2003; Engelen, 2009] or by

local or regional studies in which migration flows are broken down by direction, age,

social class et cetera. Many interesting hypotheses have been put forward in these local

studies, but they have hardly been tested for other regions. We lack the space to discuss

these studies here in detail. The remainder of this section will be used to summarize the

major  findings  on factors  explaining rural  migrations.  We will  focus  on factors  that

influence  migration  propensities  of  the  ‘general’  population,  and  factors  that  relate

specifically to households, as these will form the core of our empirical survey. We limit

our analysis to migration of heads of household in the age of 25 to 40 years old. We are

fully  aware  that  this  limitation  covers  only  a  part  of  ‘all’  migrations.  Unmarried

adolescents generally form the bulk of any migration stream, but the discussion of their

migration behaviour (which involves patterns of leaving home, marriage, education and

service) will have to await another occasion. 

6 Migration  is  ordinary  defined  as  leaving  the  community  (municipality),  generally

ignoring  local,  residential  mobility.  However,  as  it  is  our  aim  to  study  all  types  of

migration as an array of options, we propose a continuum of migration types ranging

from local migration (all residential moves within the municipality and to neighbouring

rural  municipalities  within  10  kilometres),  regional migration  (all  moves  to  rural

municipalities within a 10-40 kilometre radius); interregional migration (same but more

than 40 kilometres away),  urban migration within the region (less than 40 kilometres

distance), urban migration outside the region, and emigration or moving abroad.

7 Factors causing regional differences in migration intensity and direction of migration

flows of  the rural  population are type of  agricultural  system, inheritance rules,  non-

agrarian  employment  opportunities  in  the  region,  population  density,  and  religion.

Besides this we have to consider changes in the general context which we can define as

period effects. These are for example periods in which economic cycles differ for rural

and urban areas, as this might trigger migration flows. This is particularly true for the

agricultural  depression  of  1878-1895,  but  the  effects  differ  by  agricultural  system.

Remarkably,  the  Great  Depression  beginning  in  1929  limited migration  from  the

countryside, as urban employment went down and international migration was curtailed

[De  Vooys,  1933].  The  gradual  expansion  of  communication  and  transport  networks

during the second half of the nineteenth century [Knippenberg, De Pater, 1988] increased

the knowledge of  opportunities  elsewhere and the possibilities  to look for  work and

housing. Thus, we can expect a gradual increase of migration, probably moderated once
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cheap commuting opportunities expanded. The increase of income and living standards,

which spread to the working classes in the early twentieth century, made residential

mobility for other reasons than work more likely. That is, people were more likely to

change house to match their status, to accommodate a growing family or to live in a more

quiet or healthy area [Pooley, Turnbull, 1998]. 

8 Although a small country, the Netherlands contained a mix of agricultural systems. We

have summarized the information on the local type of agriculture in an 1875 report in a

map (see Figure 1) [also Knippenberg, De Pater, 1988]. In the sandy east and south, the old

three-field system of mixed agriculture (animal husbandry and grain growing) prevailed.

Contrary to the western coastal areas, these regions experienced population growth in

the first half of the nineteenth century, which was stimulated by proto-industry. From

the 1840s onwards, these areas suffered from the decline of home weaving and spinning

caused by competition from foreign industries and the liberalization of trade [Saueressig-

Schreuder,  1985; Groote,  Tassenaar,  2000].  A massive exodus, however,  did not occur.

There were still opportunities to reclaim new areas (e.g. by enclosure of the commons),

and to intensify output with the help of fertilizers. Overall, the sandy regions remained

characterized by a low level of commercialization and mechanization. In the second half

of  the  nineteenth century,  they  were  increasingly  linked to  the  rest  of  the  country

through (rail)roads and canals.

9 Along  the  rivers  and  near  the  sea,  grain  cultivation  on  clay  soils  was  dominant.

Particularly  in  the  coastal  regions,  agriculture  was  strongly  commercialized  and

integrated in markets. These regions could not compete with the cheap American grain

that flooded Europe in the late 1870s and had to undergo a painful period of adjustment.

Unemployed agricultural workers went to regional urban centers (such as Groningen),

but  also to cities  in Holland,  and abroad,  in particular North America [Paping,  2004;

Wintle, 1992]. Although regional industries (e.g. strawboard factories) could absorb some

of the redundant labor, the clay regions were characterized by net outmigration for a

long time [Ekamper et al.,  2003].  For some time, dairy farming profited from cheaper

animal fodder, but eventually the dairy regions were also affected by lower prices and

wages, leading to a ‘rural exodus’. Employment in the coastal regions (e.g. the islands)

was also affected by the advent of steamships, limiting the traditional opportunities for

combining shipping with dairy farming. Finally, our map displays a small region behind

the dunes favorable for growing bulbs.  On these geestgronden commercial  floriculture

expanded, often in the form of labor intensive family farms. We expect outmigration

from the latter region to have been relatively limited [De Vooys, 1933: 59].
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Figure 1. Dominant agricultural type per municipality, Netherlands, 1875

Source: Ministerie van Binnenlandsche Zaken, Verslag van den landbouw in Nederland. Grootte der
gronden tijdens de invoering van het kadaster ('s-Gravenhage: Van Weelden en Mingelen, 1875)

10 Rural out-migration is also influenced by agrarian inheritance patterns. For instance, a

statistical analysis of mid nineteenth century French departments showed that regions

with impartible customs were highly correlated with net emigration [Berkner, Mendels,

1978;  also  Wegge,  1999;  Kok,  2010].  Although  partibility  was  the  legal  norm,  farm

property  was  often  transmitted  integrally  to  one  of  the  children,  with  financial

compensation  to  the  others.  We  can  assume  that  the  amount  and  the  timing  of

compensation will  have affected outmigration of  non-inheriting children.  When they

received relatively early an advance on their inheritance, they could buy or rent a farm

or  small  business  elsewhere.  This  pattern  is  most  likely  in  the  commercialized  and

western parts of the country. In some parts of the eastern mixed agriculture regions,

strict impartibility was the rule [De Haan, 1994]. The non-inheriting children were hardly

compensated, but they had the right to remain on the family farm as long as they were

unmarried and worked along the heir. In the mixed agriculture regions in the South, on

the other hand, partibility was the rule [De Haan, 1994]. The possibility to hold on to land,

however small, is likely to limit mobility [Kok, 2004]. Obviously, the regional practices of

farm land division will  have affected the mobility of farmer’s children most strongly.

However,  we  assume  that  partibility  still  reduced  the  likelihood  of  outmigration  of

families – even non-farming – as (expected) claims to land increased the attraction of

staying.

11 Generally speaking, migration decisions are the results of comparing the costs of moving

and the benefits of staying with the expected gains of living in a another place. In this

deliberation different destinations may be compared. According to the classical theory of
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Stouffer  [1940;  846]:  ‘the  number  of  persons  going  a  given  distance  is  directly

proportional to the number of opportunities at that distance and inversely proportional

to the number of intervening opportunities’. In other words, people who had to leave

agriculture  will  have  preferred to  stay  in  the  region provided there  was  alternative

employment. This has been observed, for instance, in the southern province of Brabant

where industrial  expansion led to diminished emigration but intensified regional and

interregional  migration  within  the  province  [Saueressig-Schreuder,  1985].  When

alternative  employment  was  not  available,  pressure  on  the  land  resulting  from

population growth will have formed a push factor. Thus, population density has been

identified as one of factors explaining rural out-migration [Saueressig-Schreuder, 1985].

12 Similar to other demographic behavior, migration proves to be highly differentiated by

socio-economic status. In deciding between staying or leaving, each households had its

own weighing of pros and cons, based on income prospects of the head and other family

members elsewhere, the costs of moving, and the opportunity costs of leaving. Especially

for people with higher rated jobs living in the countryside was often merely part of a

personal career trajectory. Church ministers, mayors and heads of school tended to move

on and accept better positions in larger communities [Kok, 2004]. Persons working for the

government or for large supra local companies (e.g. as railroad officials), also tended to

migrate often and over long distances. In general, persons whose income depended on

their  personal  skills  more than on immovable  properties  (like  farms or  shops)  were

probably more able and willing to migrate when prospects elsewhere were better.  Of

course, in the cost-benefit calculation the prospects of family members have to be taken

into account as well.  Heads may have been ‘tied stayers’  when their own chances of

improvement  were  outweighed  by  the  incomes  brought  in  by  their  partner  and/or

children. This might be an important factor in the mobility of farm workers. Although

their wives tended to work only during the harvest season (harvesting potatoes, picking

berries),  their  children  were  normally  employed  elsewhere  as  living-in  workers  and

contributed  a  large  proportion  of  their  earnings  to  their  parents  [Kok,  2004].  Thus,

although long-distance migration might have proved advantageous to the father, it could

well have had a negative impact on the income of the family as a whole. 

13 Apart from economic factors, social capital is highly important. The networks on which

social groups depend for information on jobs and housing differ strongly. Farmers and

workers in agriculture were strongly dependent on local contacts and their own, highly

localized, reputation. The geographic aspects of social capital are sometimes described as

‘spatial capital’. The community- or family-specific knowledge on other places are shown

to have an independent effect on the likelihood of individuals to migrate, apart from their

own personal migration experience [e.g. Bras, Neven, 2007; Kesztenbaum, 2008]. 

14 Although a small country, until the early twentieth century the Dutch countryside was

characterized  by  strong  regional  variation,  caused  by  differences  in  the  level  of

commercialization,  type of  agriculture,  and relative isolation and persistence of  local

dialects and customs. The variation was enlarged by religious diversity. The southern part

of the country was predominantly Roman Catholic, in the center Orthodox Protestant

groups were numerically important (forming the so-called ‘Bible Belt’), whereas Liberal

Protestants were the most numerous group in the northern and western parts, sometimes

(e.g. in the Northwest) in combination with large minorities of Roman Catholics. In the

last  quarter  of  the  nineteenth  century,  the  competition  between  religious  groups

intensified, strengthening their (cultural and social) isolation from one another. On the
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southwestern islands of the province of Zeeland, emigration and long distance migration

of either Roman Catholics or Protestants has been associated with being a local minority

[Wintle,  1992,  also Bras,  2003].  Little  is  known on religious differentials  in migration

propensities. A study focusing on emigration to America has shown that Roman Catholics

were  underrepresented  compared  to  Protestants  [Swierenga,  Saueressig-Schreuder,

1983], but this may have been related to their socio-economic profile. Protestants were

more likely to be farmers seeking land. We lack studies on the autonomous impact of

religion on mobility. Because, in this period, Roman Catholics and Orthodox Protestants

were actively shielded by their church leaders from outside, ‘modern’ influences [Kok,

Van Bavel,  2006],  we expect  them to be less  open and responsive to information on

opportunities elsewhere and thus to have a lower likelihood of interregional and urban

migration.

15 As said, we will focus on the (first observed) moves of household heads in the age of 25 to

40 years old. Most of these heads were married men, and we will contrast their moves to

those of widowed men and women. We expect widowed heads to more dependent on

their local support networks and poor relief, which probably limited their likelihood to

migrate.  In  the  next  section,  we  describe  how  we  have  operationalized  the  general

hypotheses to study the relative importance of different types and flows of migration.

 

2. Data, methods and variables

16 The database for our analysis comes from the Historical Sample of the Netherlands (HSN),

more specific the Data Set Life Courses Release 2010.01). The HSN contains standardized

information on the life histories of a representative portion of the Dutch nineteenth and

twentieth century population [Mandemakers, 2000]. The random sample of HSN has been

drawn from on birth certificates from 1812-1922 (n=77000), which were linked to other

civil records (marriage and death certificates) and population registers to compile life

histories of research persons (RP) as completely as possible. Population registers have

been introduced in the Netherlands in 1850. Basically, they kept the census ‘up-to-date’

by recording changes in households.  Thus,  information was provided on occupations,

religion, births, deaths and marriages, and place and date of provenance and destination

of household members. For our purpose, we use the part of the HSN which has been

completed  with  information  from  the  population  registers,  pertaining  to  RP’s  born

between 1850 and 1922. 

17 Concerning people’s  migration behavior,  we have to take into account that  a person

living in a rural area might either migrate locally, to a city, to another region, or even to

another country – if he or she decides to migrate at all. In this paper we are studying the

first occurrence of a – competing – migration event using event history analysis. Thus, we

are studying the time that it takes till a migration event occurs and we link differences in

the elapsed time to differences in explanatory variables [Cleves et al. 2010]. Given the fact

that we are interested in contrasting different migration possibilities, a methodological

problem with applying standard event history analysis arises. A ‘standard’ event history

analysis focuses on only one of the described behaviors and its occurrence. It assumes that

persons who experience a competing migration event stay at risk and can still experience

an event of interest later on [Gooley et al. 1999: 702]. The underlying hazard rate (the

complement of a Kaplan-Meier estimate or 1 – KM) is hence assumed to be independent

from such  competing  migration  possibilities.  However,  often,  as  it  is  in  our  case  of
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studying first observed migrations,  such an event of  interest  is  not  possible anymore.

Taking the example of death from cancer, we can recognize that such an event of death

cannot  occur,  once  a  person  died  from  another  reason.  Additionally,  this  example

demonstrates that the hazard of dying from cancer in fact depends on the occurrence of

other competing events, violating earlier assumptions. Therefore, in a setting like ours,

the hazard function (1-KM) of the standard event history analysis cannot be interpreted

as the overall probability of experiencing a certain migration event. The censoring of

observations that are failures from a competing migration event causes 1-KM to be non-

interpretable and leads to a biased estimate of probability of failure [Gooley et al. 1999:

698]. Instead, to reflect the different competing migration outcomes, accounting for their

mutual dependencies, we run a competing risk event history analysis. Thus, we analyze in

how far the incidence of the different migration events depend on certain contextual or

individual  characteristics,  via  testing the effects  of  our covariates  on the cumulative

incidence function (CIF),  applying the model developed by Fine and Gray [1999].  The

cumulative incidence function (CIF) is a function of all sub-hazard rates and hence takes

failures of competing risks into account. In our final models, the estimated sub-hazard

ratios are reported. These can be interpreted in a similar way as ‘normal’ Cox-regression

hazard ratios. 

18 The model developed by Fine and Gray [1999] is a semi-parametric event history model,

assuming  the  sub-distribution  hazards  (SH)  being  proportional.  We  tested  the  event

specific hazards (ESH) for being proportional or not, via visual inspection of separate log-

log  plots  for  each  of  our  included  explanatory  variable  for  each  migration  events

separately [Cleves et al., 2010: 209-210].1 The graphical inspection reveals some limited

deviations from the proportional hazard assumption of some of our variables in some

cases; while the proportional hazard assumption in general seems to hold. Only for the

last  two  competing  migration  events  (for  urban  migrations  outside  the  region  and

emigration)  the  proportional  hazard  assumption  fails.  As  the  standard  modeling

approach,  assuming  proportional  event-specific  hazards  (ESH),  misspecifies  the

proportional  sub-distribution model  (SH),  our  different  models  still  offer  a  summary

analysis of the estimates representing time-averaged hazard ratios, also called the least

false parameter; even in the case that non-proportional sub-distribution hazards (SH) are

present [Beyersmann et al. 2009: 965; Grambauer et al. 2008: 875]. 

19 Within a multi-level  framework – that is,  research cases being nested in groups of  a

higher order – cases of the same group tend to be more similar to each other. In our case,

we have several individuals out of the same families (once they became heads), which are

again nested in municipalities and economic-geographic regions. Due to the clustering of

these groups, error terms in a regression estimation cannot be assumed to be distributed

independently  anymore  [Cameron,  Gelbach,  Miller,  2008;  2011;  Pepper,  2002].  Hence,

standard errors turn out to be downwardly biased. To solve this problem, we account for

the clustering in the data during the estimation process and, as we have nested clusters,

estimate clustered robust error variance for the highest level of clustering [see Camoron,

Gelbach,  Miller,  2011;  Pepper,  2002].  By doing so,  we treat  these clusters  as  units  of

observations. Due to the fact that we have a relative large number of clusters, we get

consistent estimates [Wooldridge, 2003: 134; Miller, Cameron, Gelbach, 2011]. 

20 In the previous section, we have described variables which frequently appear in studies of

rural migration. Usually these studies are only looking at particular areas or particular

types of migration. In our analysis, we bring these factors together in order to assess their
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importance for  understanding rural  migration for  the whole of  the country.  We will

discuss their operationalization in order of appearance in our model (see below). In this

model, we analyze first migrations of (heads of) households between age 25 and 40. We

take into account  all  households  that  existed in rural  localities.  This  means that  we

include the households of HSN research persons as well as their parental households. In

distinguishing between urban and rural communities we follow Kooij [1985: 111-113]. He

defines urban communities as places with over 10000 inhabitants and with less than two

and a half percent of the population employed in the agricultural sector. 

21 The first variable in our model, see Figure 4, is the one that operationalizes the effects of

broad contextual change. These period effects are integrated in the model by specifying

the decade in which observation of the heads begins, starting with 1850-1859. Next, we

look at differences in the hazards of (different types of) migration across agricultural

systems. We have summarized the 12 types specified in an agricultural survey of 1874

[Verslag van den Landbouw, 1875] by creating four categories: floriculture, dairy farming,

grain cultivation, and mixed agriculture. Then, we look at partibility of farm land. On the

basis  of  contemporary surveys on local  inheritance practices [Van Blom, 1915;  Baert,

1949] among rural notaries, we have classified each municipality according to whether

the farm was (generally) held intact or not. The population density of each municipality

was calculated by dividing the number of inhabitants by the surface. This information is

provided  in  the  censuses  and  made  available  in  the  Historical  Database  of  Dutch

Municipalities  [Beekink  et  al.,  2003].  Our  regional  classification  is  based  on  the  44

economic-geographical regions formed by the Central Bureau of Statistics in 1922 [De Bie,

2009].  To  study  the  effects  of  regional  non-agricultural  employment  in  providing

incentives  to  stay  in  the  region,  we  have  calculated  (male  and  female)  employment

outside agriculture, per region (because the censuses provide this information only for

communities with more than 5000 inhabitants we could not calculate on the local level).

The likelihood to emigrate is, of course, affected by proximity to the national border. An

emigration may in fact be only a cross-border regional migration. Thus, we control for

proximity by specifying whether a region is bordering on Germany or Belgium.

22 Ideally, we would like to include the household composition, in particular the number

and gender of adolescent children, who are likely to contribute to the family income.

However,  we  have  refrained from inserting  time-dependent  variables  in  our  already

highly complex model. Instead, we only make a distinction between nuclear and extended

households, supposing that in extended households joint labor or pooled income forms a

disincentive to migration. To a lesser extent, we expect this to be the case in households

only extended with non-kin (servants or boarders). To classify household according to

social economic  status,  we  have  coded  the  occupational  titles  of  household  heads

according to the international HISCO scheme [Van Leeuwen, Maas, Miles, 2002]. We then

stratified the HISCO codes according to manual/nonmanual work, skill level, supervision,

and economic sector, as proposed in the HISCLASS scheme [Van Leeuwen, Maas, 2011].

Subsequently  we  reordered  them into  six  large  social-economic  groups:  Elite,  Lower

middle class, Farmers, Skilled workers, Unskilled workers and Unknown or without.

23 For the ‘spatial capital’ of households our information is (currently) limited to the birth

places of household members. We constructed two variables by distinguishing between

two different types of spatial capital: (1) the general spatial capital a person possesses –

defined as the general information a person has about possible locations he/she could

migrate to, (2) the urban capital defined as the information a person possesses about
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different unique urban places. So the second variable is an urban specification of the first

one. We measure both types of capital by counting the number of unique (urban) birth

places of all persons in the household. We assume that in-depth information on these

places is affected by the actual number of all persons who come from the same unique place

of birth. As the number of social relationships a person can possess is limited, we would

further argue for the presence of a certain tradeoff: the more information a person has

about different unique places the less he knows about each place in detail. Hence, the

optimum spatial capital a person can possess is described as a mixture of both. Thus, in a

second step, we multiplied the derived number with the square-root of the total number

of all mentioned places; hence accounting for the in-depth information level on these

places. In short:

24 Finally,  we  include  a  number  of  individual  variables.  Firstly,  we  test  if  widows  and

widowers have lower chances to migrate than married men. Secondly, we look at the

personal migration experience of the head. For this, we can only use a rough indicator,

namely  the  difference  between  the  current  place  of  residence  and  the  birth  place.

Thirdly,  we  include  religion  of  the  household  heads,  using  the  following  categories:

Catholics, Liberal Protestant, Orthodox Protestants and a rest category of others (non-

Denominationals, Jews, and unknown). The principles underlying this classification have

been  described  elsewhere  [Kok,  Van  Bavel,  2006].  Finally,  we  add  a  variable  stating

whether the head of the household forms a religious minority. For this, we have used the

number of Roman Catholics per municipality, as stated in the censuses [also in Beekink et

al.,  2003].  Thus,  Roman Catholics  living  in  municipalities  with  less  than 20% Roman

Catholics  are  considered  a  minority,  and  (orthodox  or  liberal)  protestants  living  in

communities with more than 80% Roman Catholics are also considered a minority.

 

3. Migration types

25 In  this  section,  we  provide  a  brief  description  of  the  different  types  of  migrations

experienced by household heads (almost always moving as a family).  In Figure 2,  we

present  the  average  distances  of  migrations  by  economic-geographic  region  for  two

periods.  We can see  clearly  that  in  the  second period,  1890-1941,  average migration

distances were longer than in the first, 1850-1890. There are some interesting regional

shifts as well. In the 1850-1890 map we see high average distances in northern regions

that were relatively peripheral to the western centers of commerce and industry, yet

traditionally integrated in trading networks and commercial  economy.  In the second

periods these regions still stand out, but they have been joined by the Northeast and by

regions  in  the  South,  ranging  from  the  grain-growing  areas  in  Zeeland,  the  mixed

agriculture on sandy soils in Brabant, to the mining regions of Limburg. 
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Figure 2. Average migration distances of household heads by social economic region (in km),
Netherlands, 1850-1890 and 1891-1941

Source: HSN Data Set Life Courses Release 2010.01

26 Figure 3 shows the (cumulative) hazards of experiencing a specific kind of migration,

namely the first migration of household heads observed between the ages of 25-40. We

should realize that after the first migration, many heads keep on migrating. Thus, we are

not showing (age-specific) migration hazards, but merely the distribution of first moves.

The figure shows that the likelihood of rural heads of households to migration (between

age 25 and 40) was rather limited. In fact, only 15% of the heads experienced an migration

event till the age of 40 (480 months). This on first glance rather low level of migration

does  not  reflect  an overall  low probability  of  household  heads  to  migrate.  Our  data

indicates that up to 34% of the observed heads living in rural areas migrated at any time

point in their life. Thus, our descriptive results only show the probability for heads to

migrate within the given age period. In fact, although most heads in our data-set ‘survive’

till  the  age  of  40  without  migrating,  they  might  well  experience  a  migration  event

afterwards (and a lot of them have done so). 

27 To study the heads’ migration behavior in more detail, we have made distinctions by a

combination of type of destination (urban or rural) and distance. The most important

moves  are  either  local  (within  the  municipality  or  to  another  village  less  than  ten

kilometers away) or to a city. As we can see, emigration is very rare. Also, moves to a

rural destination over more than forty kilometers is relatively rare as well.
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Figure 3. Cumulative incidence of types of migration of household heads (1850-1940), by age (in
months)

Source: HSN Data Set Life Courses Release 2010.01

 

4. A competing-risk analysis of migration

28 Our competing-risk analysis consists of six models. In each model, an event of interest

(e.g.  emigration) is analyzed with the other forms of migration treated as competing

events.  By  showing  the  models  together,  we  get  a  good  overview  of  which  factors

stimulated  migration  as  such,  and  which  factors  only  stimulated  a  specific  type  of

migration. In this way, we are able to get a better grasp of the contrast – or perhaps

similarity  –  between  local  and  regional  mobility  within  the  countryside  and  out-

migration (‘flight from the land’). Our migration typology ranging from local migration to

emigration  can  be  seen  as  a  scale  of  increasing  distancing  from  the  local,  rural

community.

29 Based on the literature on Dutch rural migration we expect that the agricultural crisis of

the 1880s and the permanent diminishing of opportunities would induce people from

afflicted regions to move to other areas, to cities, or abroad. Figure 4 shows that, overall,

families had the lowest migration intensity in the 1860s (contrasted to the 1850s). After

the 1860s we witness a strong increase in out-migration,  in particular to cities.  This

movement intensifies in the early twentieth century. Emigration seems to have reached a

high point  in 1900-1909,  interregional  migration (migration to rural  destination over

more than forty kilometers) in the 1910s, and migration to cities in the 1920s. But local

migration  intensified  as  well,  especially  after  1920.  This  might  reflect  the  growing

importance of not-work related motives for moving, such as finding a better house to

adjust for family size [Pooley, Turnbull, 1998]. 
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30 The  prevailing  agricultural  system  may  be  associated  with  different  intensity  and

different types of migration. We have described how the three-field system on sandy soils

was indicative of a low level of commercialization, a dependence on family labor, and in

some regions on a combination of farming with household textile production. Apart from

family, strong connections to neighbors was important in these regions, possibly because

of a traditional dependence on common fields (which were almost all enclosed during the

nineteenth century). We expect people in these areas to have relatively strong ties to the

local community, relatively low integration in networks of information and relatively

limited access to transport.  Thus,  we anticipate overall  low risks of  migration in the

‘mixed agriculture’ regions. The strongest outmigration can be expected from the grain

growing regions, which were affected most strongly by the competition from abroad.

Families in the dairy farming and in particular the floriculture regions were probably less

inclined to leave, as export opportunities remained rather favorable. The figure supports

these hypotheses to some extent. Overall migration hazards in mixed agriculture areas

(the reference category) are indeed rather low, with a notable exception in the case of

regional migration: when people from mixed regions moved, they preferred their own

area. They were less inclined to move locally, which can (in part) be explained by the

strong attachment to family farms in the Eastern areas of the Netherlands. Nearby cities,

however, are not a popular destination in the mixed agriculture areas. Especially from

the floriculture area people went to nearby cities,  but their likelihood to go to more

distant  cities  was  relatively  low.  We  expected  impartibility  of  land  to  decrease  the

likelihood of staying, as fewer people had parcels of land which could add to the family

income. However, our outcomes suggest the opposite: impartibility increased regional

migration and decreased (but not statistically significant) the likelihood of outmigration.

Probably,  partibility  had  increased  population  pressure  on  available  resources,

stimulating land flight. We have also added population density to our regression, and the

outcomes point in the same direction: more pressure leads to significantly less regional

migration,  and  to  more  long-distance  urban  migration.  As  expected  (regionally

aggregated) employment outside agriculture affected moving to a nearby city. This is in

line with the notion of intervening opportunities: the more opportunities were offered

within the region (generally in cities), the stronger the likelihood to stay in the region. To

take account for the fact that emigration can in fact be a short-distance move from a

village  in  the  Netherlands  to  one  in  Germany or  Belgium we  have  added a  dummy

variable for border regions. As expected, emigration in these areas was much more likely.

Also, we find lower hazards of moving to a nearby city, which is not surprising as these

are rather peripheral regions.

31 We expected extended household to have more local ties favouring the family economy,

and thus to have lower migration hazards. Figure 4 confirms this. Especially households

extended with kin were unlikely to leave the place of residence. Social class is the most

important predictor of migration. All groups had much higher hazards to migrate than

farmers, in particular to move to cities. Heads of household with elite occupations had

the highest hazards to make a long distance rural migration, or to go a city. Their hazards

to go to a  city in another region are almost  25 times higher than those of  farmers.

Relative to the other groups, unskilled workers were more likely to make local or regional

moves,  and to be less involved in long distance migrations or moves to a city,  albeit

always much more than farmers.  The birth places of persons living in the household

(including servants, boarders and lodgers) can be seen as indicators of the spatial capital
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of households, or the information on different places. We can see that variety of places in

the family’s  ‘portfolio’  was related to a higher likelihood of  local  or  regional  moves,

whereas the presence of urban places in the portfolio increased the likelihood to move to

city or the emigrate, and actually decreased the chance to migrate locally.

32 Individual  characteristics  of  the  head of  the  household  also  play an important  role.

Widowers and widows were much less  prone to move than married men – probably

because  they depended mores  strongly  on the  local  (support)  network.  As  expected,

previous migration, even if  only measured by the difference between birth place and

place of  current  residence,  is  a  strong predictor  of  migration,  and interestingly  also

affects  local  migration.  Religious  affiliation also  played a  role  in  directing migration

flows.  Overall,  Roman Catholics  were  less  inclined  to  migrate.  Liberal  and  Orthodox

Protestants, as well as the rest group were more likely than Roman Catholics to make

regional  or  interregional  moves.  In  this  respect,  the  expected reticence  of  Orthodox

Protestants  was  not  found  –  in  terms  of  migration  they  do  not  differ  from Liberal

Protestants. Roman Catholics who dwelt in a predominantly Protestant place made little

moves within that place, and were more likely to move to another village or to a nearby

city. Protestants forming a minority, however, tended to make more long-distance moves

to either rural or urban destinations. This may reflect the traditional social and regional

dividing lines in the country. Until well into the nineteenth century, elite positions in the

Roman Catholic  provinces  of  Brabant  and  Limburg  tended  to  be  held  by  Protestant

Northerners.

 
Figure 4. Competing risks models for migration of rural household heads aged 25-40 years old,
1850-1940

 

Local

migration

<10 km

Regional

migration

>10  -  <40

km

Interregional

migration>

40 km

Urban

migration

within

region

(<40 km)

Urban

migration

outside

Region

(>40 km)

Emigration

Period

(1850-59=ref.)
1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

1860-69 0.828 0.508*** 0.644 1.038 1.204 0.880

1870-79 1.198 0.948 1.244 1.733** 3.119** 1.227

1880-89 1.064 0.987 1.248 2.437**** 3.836*** 1.743

1890-99 1.434*** 1.122 1.503 2.842**** 3.557*** 1.739

1900-09 1.210 1.106 1.888 2.203*** 4.007*** 2.616*

1910-19 1.312** 1.380 2.739** 2.597*** 4.771**** 1.924

1920-29 1.591*** 1.347 2.247* 3.391**** 5.262**** 0.996

1930-39 2.096**** 0.959 2.458* 2.545*** 3.116** 1.384
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 Regional and local factors

Agricultural

system Mixed

(=ref.)

1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Floriculture 1.362*** 0.409**** 0.962 1.854**** 0.702** 1.352

Dairy 1.690*** 0.951 0.915 1.660*** 0.925 0.992

Grain 1.439*** 0.758* 1.073 1.474** 1.020 1.425

Impartible

division  of  land

(partible=ref.)

0.934 1.325** 0.902 0.792 0.936 0.914

Population

density
0.998 0.979** 0.999 1.000 1.007** 1.006

Non-agricultural

employment  in

the region

1.001 1.000 0.998 1.026** 0.998 1.006

Border  (not

border=ref.)
1.051 0.847 0.882 0.543*** 1.242 2.556****

 Household factors

Household

structure Nuclear

(=ref.)

1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Extended with kin

only
1.150*** 0.732*** 0.769 0.678** 0.576*** 0.789

Extended  with

non-kin only
0.502**** 0.615** 0.688 0.784 0.734 1.375

Extended with kin

and non-kin
0.981 0.483* 0.372 0.853 0.709 0.577

Socio-economic

group  head

Farmer (=ref.)

1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Elite 0.776 0.799 9.293**** 3.504**** 24.738**** 0.851

Lower-middle

class
1.001 1.250 3.065**** 4.255**** 11.200**** 1.335

Skilled workers 1.242* 1.327** 2.042*** 4.747**** 8.261**** 1.418

Unskilled workers 1.773**** 1.358** 2.103*** 3.743**** 5.096**** 1.524
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Unknown  or

without
2.083**** 1.429** 1.799 3.398**** 4.615**** 2.864***

Variety of spatial

information
1.016*** 1.024**** 1.007 0.987** 0.985** 0.869**

Urban

information
0.814** 0.843**** 0.987 1.080**** 1.103**** 1.262***

 Individual factors

Civil  status  &

gender Married

man (=ref.)

1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Widower 0.793* 0.800 0.351*** 0.465**** 0.533* 0.177*

Widow 0.317**** 0.221**** 0.142**** 0.291**** 0.126**** 0.257***

Not  living  in

birthplace  (living

in  birth

place=ref.)

1.456**** 2.093**** 2.038**** 2.028**** 1.936**** 1.177

Religion Roman

Catholic (=ref.)
1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Liberal Protestant 1.042 1.949**** 1.393** 1.013 1.364** 0.676

Orthodox

Protestant
1.032 1.796**** 1.364* 1.067 1.279 0.674

Other,  without,

and unknown
0.760*** 1.638*** 1.495 1.058 1.597** 0.911

Religious

minority No

minority (=ref.)

1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000

Catholic minority 0.654*** 1.617** 2.339**** 1.679*** 1.156 0.998

Protestant

minority
1.359 0.632 2.807**** 1.198 2.796**** 0.768

N 33437 33437 33437 33437 33437 33437

Events 1902 1115 387 983 418 127

Model chi square 2764.75 4265.98 3243.76 3836.56 4204.85 3192.98

Level of significance: * 0.1;** 0.05; *** 0.01;**** 0,001. Distances are measured by calculating the
distance between the centroids of each municipality. 

Source: HSN Data Set Life Courses Release 2010.01
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Discussion

33 This study intended to offer an overall view on migration push factors affecting the rural

population of the Netherlands, focusing on heads of households. In studying push factors,

we specify  between different  types  of  destination.  We aimed to discover,  in  one all-

encompassing model,  the relative importance of various levels (individual,  household,

community and region) on the intensity and diversity of rural migration. What we have

been able to show are three things. First of all, by analyzing the full range of migration

options (from local moves to emigration), we can discern between factors stimulating

migration as such, and factors only affecting particular types of migration. Thus, overall

migration  increased  after  1860,  but  especially  rural  to  urban  migration.  Households

extended with kin, and households headed by widows or widowers had lower overall

migration hazards.  And regional  and interregional  rural  migration (more than other

types) was more likely among Protestants than among Roman Catholics.  Moving to a

relatively distant city was a particularly likely option for heads with elite occupations.

Secondly,  our  approach made it  possible  to  assess  simultaneously the importance  of

factors on the individual, the household, the local and the regional levels. Socio-economic

position, civil status and migration experience of the head proved to be major factors, as

could be expected,  but  we have also found highly interesting effects  of  religion and

religious minority position,  as  well  as  of  the ‘portfolio  of  places’  of  a  family.  Strong

differences were found by agricultural  type,  with people living in ‘mixed’  agriculture

regions having low migration hazards, even with all other factor held constant. Weaker,

but for some forms of migration still significant, effects were found for impartibility of

land, population density and non-agricultural employment. Thirdly, and most important,

our research has raised questions that call for a renewed look at the role of family and

religion setting in explaining rural migration streams. A family’s ‘knowledge’ of places –

as indicated by the birth places of family members – clearly affects migration risks and

directions. But what exactly do our findings point at? Does the portfolio merely reflects

the migration trajectory of the family itself, and thus its own mobility? Or do household

members (such as more distant relatives, servants and lodgers) bring knowledge about

opportunities and contacts in other places to the family? We have also brought to light

interesting  religious  differentials  in  migration  as  well  as  specific  migration  flows  of

religious  minorities.  It  will  be  interesting to discover  whether increased competition

between churches stimulated out-migration or whether these religious differentials stand

for other (unobserved) characteristics.

34 To be sure, our analysis cannot replace the local studies from which we have drawn our

main hypotheses. Every region, every social group, and every period has a specific mix of

factors influencing intensity and direction of migration. Identifying this mix would mean

running  separate  models  for  different  social  groups,  regions  or  periods  as  well  as

including interaction effects, but that would have made our story too long and our model

too complex. In future research, we aim to incorporate in the model more, dynamic,

elements of family composition. For instance, does the presence of adolescent sons and

daughters lower migration risks of families? Ideally, we would like to include information

on land ownership or tenancy, home ownership, income and education, which hopefully

will be added to the Historical Sample of the Netherlands in the future. Finally, at the
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local  level,  we  would  like  to  add  information  on  e.g.  unemployment  and  transport

infrastructure. 

35 Rural migration is a multifaceted demographic phenomenon. Among others aspects, one

can study specific trajectories, the networks connecting place of destination to place of

provenance, and the cost and benefit calculations of individuals and households. Here, we

have chosen to focus on just one aspect: the likelihood of rural heads of households to

make a specific move given various background factors. Our outcomes indicate that the

statistical  analysis  of  a  large  population  sample  is  fruitful,  but  in  the  end,  only  a

combination of different, qualitative and quantitative, approaches will reconstruct who

decided, and why, to leave the land.
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NOTES

1. In  case  of  continuous  explanatory  variables,  we  first  categorized  our  variables  and  then

continued with visual inspection of the log-log plots.

RÉSUMÉS

Dans cet article, nous cherchons à analyser les options résidentielles de la population rurale des

Pays-Bas de la fin du XIXème au début du XXème siècle en considérant des facteurs d’incitation

opérant à différents niveaux : le ménage, la municipalité et la région. Nous comparons la décision

de rester avec celle de migrer de plusieurs façons : au sein de la municipalité ou de ses environs

immédiats, dans la région, dans une autre région, dans une ville ou à l’étranger. Le choix de ces

« chemins migratoires » s’explique par 1) des caractéristiques individuelles telles que l’âge et les

migrations précédentes, 2) des caractéristiques du ménage, telles que le statut socio-économique

du chef de ménage, sa composition, son appartenance religieuse, 3) des variables contextuelles

locales et régionales, telles que la densité de la population, le type d’agriculture, les coutumes

d’héritage et l’emploi non-agricole. Nous faisons usage de l’Échantillon Historique des Pays-Bas,

une grande base de données contenant des informations détaillées sur plus de 34000 familles

vivant dans la campagne néerlandaise entre 1850 et 1940. Nous proposons un modèle d’analyse

de risque de survie pour comprendre le poids des facteurs individuels et contextuels dans les

décisions de migrer de la population rurale.

In  this  article,  we  aim  to  analyze  the  residential  options  of  the  rural  population  of  the

Netherlands in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century from the perspective of push

factors operating at different levels: the household, the municipality and the region. We contrast

the  decision  to  stay  with  moving  in  several  ways:  within  the  municipality  or  its  immediate

surroundings, within the region, to a different region, to a city or abroad. The backgrounds of

these  differences  in  migration  paths  are  found  in  1)  individual  characteristics  like  age  and

previous migrations, in 2) household background like the socio-economic status of the head, the

composition of the membership, its religious affiliation, and in 3) local and regional contextual

variables,  such  as  population  density,  type  of  agriculture,  inheritance  practices  and  non-

agricultural  employment.  We make use  of  the  Historical  Sample  of  the  Netherlands,  a  large

database with detailed information on more than 34000 families living in the Dutch countryside

between 1850 and 1940 and propose a competing risks survival analysis model to understand the

balance between individual and contextual factors in migration decisions of the rural population.
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