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Abstract: The European Union (EU) has undergone significant economic crises in recent years.
Therein, young people were amongst the hardest hit groups, with youth unemployment rising
as high as 50% in some member states. Particularly high rates of youth unemployment were
often observed in rural areas, where labour market supply in relation to demand were notably
divergent. One of the core pillars of the EU’s agenda is to tackle the persistent problem of youth
unemployment. Since the recent crisis, this has been via the “Youth on the Move” initiative, which
involves the promotion of intra- and international mobility of young adults in order to gain access
to job opportunities. However, what has received little attention so far is the question of what the
general willingness of young adults to move is like, and to what extent this varies, for example,
depending upon the area they live in. This paper therefore asks if rural youth differ from youth
in urban areas in relation to their willingness to move for a job within their country or to another
country. Moreover, what influences the general willingness to be mobile? Based on the Cultural
Pathways to Economic Self-Sufficiency and Entrepreneurship (CUPESSE) Survey, which includes
data on 18–35-year-olds in a sample of 11 European countries, it is shown that living in a rural area
is strongly associated with the willingness to move. Furthermore, it shows that rural youth are
more willing to move within the country but less willing to move to another country. Based on the
presentation of the various factors, which promote or curb mobility readiness, the results make it
clear that the success of EU initiatives depends on the preferences and willingness of the target group
in question.

Keywords: youth unemployment; job mobility; youth mobility; rurality; CUPESSE Survey

1. Introduction

In recent years, youth unemployment, particularly in Europe, has received consider-
able attention both in European Union (EU) policymaking and in academic debates. The
sharp increase in youth unemployment rates in the wake of the 2008 economic crisis led
the EU to deviate from its previous policy of simply making recommendations to extensive,
concrete, and financially supported policies in order to combat youth unemployment head
on. Conterminously, free movement is a core pillar of the EU: It is intended to create a single
European labour market and increase its flexibility and efficiency. Moreover, increased
mobility is expected to help match labour supply and demand, thus leading to a better
utilisation of human capital and thereby increasing economic productivity in line with the
Lisbon agenda [1]. Hence, the promotion of mobility has also become a core element of
European policy designed to combat youth unemployment.

Besides the fact that existing research on youth mobility critically addresses European
transformations and their inequality-related effects on youth and youth transitions [2], Eu-
ropean policy makers simply assume that young adults are willing to move internationally
in order to escape unemployment. However, this ignores the reality that job mobility is
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not feasible for everyone and presents different people with different challenges. In order
to gain a better understanding of the basic willingness of young Europeans to be mobile
and the different factors that promote or hinder this willingness, this paper pursues two
research questions. Firstly, what influences the general willingness of European youth to
be mobile? Secondly, to what extent do young adults from areas with different levels of
urbanisation differ in their willingness to move for a new job?

At the same time, migratory movement implies a transformation process for the
regions that are left, which potentially results in economic, social, and demographic impacts
on regions’ sustainability. This is due to the fact that mobility intentions and decisions do
not operate evenly across territories and social groups. Migration of those with stronger
social and cultural capital has an impact on the region they are leaving. Decreasing numbers
of inhabitants often lowers the local demand for services, resulting in fewer employment
opportunities and unmet needs [3]. These risks are often accompanied by a decline in
productive activity in the primary sector and the rise of a consumption mode, resulting in a
greater predominance of the tertiary sector [4]. The challenges of mobility are particularly
great for rural areas. A well-known phenomenon is the brain drain, which describes
highly qualified people often leaving rural areas because they cannot find a suitable job
there. This reduction in population also has other social consequences, such as the loss
of volunteers who would otherwise have contributed to strengthening the community
and parents of future generations [5]. From a demographic perspective, young people are
needed in rural areas to enable generational renewal and thus prevent the aging of the
population structure [6]. Considering that in 2015 75% of the EU territory consisted of rural
areas [7], it becomes clear that the EU’s promotion of young adult mobility should not
be thought of without the context of spatial distribution. Thus, consideration of mobility
intentions therefore represents a central element in the context of both combating youth
unemployment and increasing regions’ sustainable development.

Drawing on data from the Cultural Pathways to Economic Self-Sufficiency and En-
trepreneurship (CUPESSE) survey [8], which includes a representative sample of 18–35-
year-olds from 11 European countries, the various aspects influencing young adults’ will-
ingness to move within their own country or to another country to find a new job are
examined. In doing so, it is shown that young adults are more willing to move within
their own country than to another country for a new job. Furthermore, personal economic
hardship and higher levels of education increase willingness, whereas being married and
living in rural areas decrease the willingness of European youth to move internationally
for a new job.

It is precisely this reluctance of young adults to move to another country in order to
find a new job that contrasts with the EU’s approach to promoting mobility. Therefore, it is
argued that the EU needs to pay attention to young adults’ motives, which foster or hinder
their willingness to move for a new job, in order to create successful policies. The goal of
reducing youth unemployment can only be achieved if more attention is directly paid to
the nature of the target group.

By addressing the perspective of young adults and their willingness to be mobile, this
paper represents a consistent continuation of the ongoing discussion on youth mobility in
Europe [1,2,9,10]. Understanding these dynamics is highly pertinent since youth mobility
not only represents one of the central pillars of the EU’s youth unemployment policy to
date, but will also be an important theme for this ongoing issue. At the latest juncture,
given the COVID-19 pandemic and its many economic consequences, it has once again
become clear that youth unemployment and successful ways to combat it will continue to
be a central issue of European policymaking in the future.

The paper is structured as follows. The first section gives an overview of the devel-
opment of youth unemployment in Europe in the context of the economic crisis of 2008,
as well as the different policies of the EU designed to fight youth unemployment. This is
followed by a theoretical overview of youth mobility, from which several hypotheses on
the nature of young adults’ willingness to move for a new job are derived. Subsequently,
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an analysis of the data and method used, as well as the empirical results, are presented.
The paper closes with a discussion of the key findings and a concluding section.

2. Youth Unemployment and the European Agenda to Combat It

Subsequent to the onset of the global economic crisis in 2008, the youth unemployment
rate rose rapidly in a number of European countries. Although the impact of this crisis
varied enormously across Europe, as can be seen from Figure 1, southern European coun-
tries were hardest hit, with the youth unemployment rate (i.e., amongst 15–29-year-olds)
in Greece, for example, rising from 16.8% in 2008 to 48.6% in 2013 [11]. In other countries,
however, such as Austria, there was only a slight increase (6.1% to 7.7%) during this period,
and there was even a decrease (9.0% to 7.0%) in Germany.

Figure 1. Youth unemployment rates (15–29-year-olds). In addition to the rate for the EU 28, those
states that are part of the sample of the later analysis are presented here. Eurostat has provided data
on youth unemployment in Turkey only since 2012. Source: Eurostat 2021.

Previous research has shown youth unemployment was already a problem in many
countries before the crisis [12] and described various causes and aggravating factors
thereof. Existing studies argue that the period of youth unemployment considered here
is unique due to several aspects [10]. One such aspect is that labour market flexibility
makes it particularly difficult for young people to find permanent employment. Moreover,
young adults are often amongst the first to be affected by downsizing and restructuring
measures. Furthermore, the problem of overqualification and skills mismatch continued
to grow. At the individual level, studies have also shown that long-term exposure to
unemployment is part of a generational legacy [13]. This means that parents shape their
children’s opportunities through the transmission of resources and values.

The economic crisis and its impact on youth unemployment rates resulted in an
extension of EU-level efforts to promote youth employment [12] and caused the EU to
deviate from its usual path of common policies. As described by Tosun and Hörisch [14], the
fundamental orientation of the EU in this policy area began in 1997 with the Luxembourg
Job Summit, which was the starting point of the EU employment policy framework. Here,
both the European Employment Strategy and the Open Method of Coordination (OMC)
were adopted. This initiated the so-called Luxembourg process, in which member states,
based on a common set of objectives and goals, became part of an annual monitoring cycle
for national labour market policies.
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At the same time, the Lisbon Strategy took place from 2000 to 2010, within which the
European Employment Strategy was renewed twice according to the proven system. Part
of this renewal was that young adults were explicitly included as a target group for the first
time. This further resulted in a series of political measures to promote youth employment
(see Table 1 for an overview).

Table 1. Overview of EU policies to combat youth unemployment.

Policy Programme Policy Measures

Youth in Action (2007)

Legal framework for supporting non-formal learning activities of young
people (Decision N◦ 1719/2006/EC). It promotes mobility within and

beyond EU borders, non-formal learning, and intercultural dialogue and
encourages all young people regardless of their background.

Youth on the Move (2010)
Initiative (COM/2016/0940) for improving young adults’ prospects to find
a job. The focus is on lifelong learning, higher education, and very centrally

on the promotion of mobility.

Youth Guarantee (2013)

Commitment by all member states to ensure that youth under the age of 30
receive a good-quality offer of employment, education, apprenticeship or

traineeship within four months after leaving education or
becoming unemployed.

Youth Employment Initiative (2013)
Is one of the main EU financial resources to support the implementation of
the Youth Guarantee. It supports young people who are not in education,

employment, or training exclusively.

European Alliance for Apprenticeships (2014) Aims to help trainees acquire high-quality work experience under fair
conditions and thereby increase their chance of finding a good-quality job.

Source: own overview.

Although for many years EU labour market policy was characterised by general
policy recommendations based on the OMC, measures to combat youth unemployment
have differed significantly. These measures became concrete and financially supported
by EU funds. Thus, the EU developed a set of policies to tackle youth unemployment
underpinned by the concept of social investment [15].

Elaborated before the outbreak of the crisis, Youth in Action provided the legal
framework for promoting non-formal learning amongst young adults. Specifically, it
included funding for projects in five areas: “youth for Europe” (including youth exchanges,
initiatives, and democracy projects), the European voluntary service “youth in the world”
(covering projects where European youth cooperate with youth from different countries of
the world), youth support systems, and general support for European cooperation in the
youth field [16]. The main targets of this action were youth themselves and youth workers.

Increasing young people’s mobility lies at the heart of the Youth on the Move pro-
gramme. Beyond promoting lifelong learning and higher education, its goal is to help
young adults find a job. The programme includes both assisting countries to remove
obstacles to mobility, and encouraging employers to create job openings for young mobile
workers. At the same time, it directly helps young people to find a job in another country.
For this purpose, the project “Your first EURES Job” was launched. This is supported
by the European job mobility portal (EURES), which provides information, advice, and
recruitment services to facilitate free movement of workers within the European Union.

Initiated by the European Parliament in 2010 and endorsed by the Council of the EU
in 2013, the Youth Guarantee makes the member states responsible for providing young
people with a good-quality job offer within four months after graduating or becoming
unemployed. This offer can be a job, an apprenticeship, a traineeship, or continued ed-
ucation. Existing studies show that EU member states implement this in very different
ways [12,17]. Furthermore, the EU directly addressed young adults that are not in employ-
ment, education, or training (NEETs) with the Youth Employment Initiative in 2013. For
this purpose, EUR 6.4 billion were made available for regions with youth unemployment
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rates exceeding 25% [18]. Finally, and in response to frequent criticism that precarious
situations are being created for young people in traineeships under the Youth Guarantee,
the Quality Framework for Traineeship was created [19]. Additionally, and with the aim
of improving the quality and supply of apprenticeships as well as spreading successful
concepts across the EU, the European Alliance for Apprenticeships was announced.

Overall, youth unemployment became a central issue in most European countries in
the aftermath of the 2008 crisis. The extent to which young people were affected varied
greatly both between countries and within countries, depending on the degree of urbanisa-
tion of the region in question. The EU took this as an opportunity to deviate from the usual
approach of recommendations and to take concrete, often financially supported, measures
with the aim of reducing youth unemployment. This new approach also demanded flexibil-
ity from young adults in order to obtain education, training, or a job. The extent to which
this flexibility exists on the side of young adults is examined in the following sections.

3. Young Adults’ Willingness for Job Mobility

In the course of EU enlargement between 2004 and 2007, an unexpected level of
intra-European migration of young adults in search of a job took place for the first time.
This migration movement varied between countries, but was generally characterised by
a movement of a high proportion of young adults with tertiary education from East to
West [20]. Since the economic crisis of 2008, the direction of most of the migration of young
adults in the EU has changed. South–North migration emerged, in which mainly young
adults from Spain, Greece, Italy, and Portugal moved to the more northern European
countries in search of a job [10].

The EU promotes labour mobility as an adjustment mechanism to ensure more efficient
labour allocation across the EU [21]. Thus, intra-EU mobility can lower unemployment
rates across the EU. However, this mobility might come at the cost of young migrants.
Mobility can be an advantage for future jobs, for example from the employer’s perspective
through additional language skills or increased social capital, but mobility itself is no
guarantee of finding a job in the future [22]. Instead, for young adults, mobility can result
in very short-term flexible contracts and force them to accept jobs for which they are
overqualified [23]. Furthermore, it must also be acknowledged that moving within (or
even to another) country to get a job is simply not feasible for everyone. Individuals differ,
for example, in terms of their personalities and socio-economic backgrounds, and previous
research indicates that individual perceptions and decisions with regards to employment
are context-dependent [24]. It follows that the factors influencing the willingness to move
for a new job can be contextual as well as personal.

A central contextual factor here is the structure and amenities of the region in which
one lives. Here, the increasing importance of (large) cities poses a number of challenges
to the rural regions surrounding them [25]. Exemplary of these challenges is the pressure
on family-run farms. An increasing proportion of individuals work outside of agriculture,
although it is still the central economic sector in rural regions. This development of
employment out of agriculture can be an obstacle to successful succession on family farms.
Especially with a view to maintaining food security and food sovereignty, it is of central
importance to preserve small-scale food production [26,27]. This is prompting countries
to adopt various strategies to mitigate this problem, such as targeted support for the non-
family transmission of farms [26] or financial support programs to address the so-called
“young farmers problem” [28]. This development to work outside of agriculture and thus
potentially also outside of rural areas is conditioned by the local structural conditions. For
young adults in rural areas, it is often the case that the opportunities to develop their future
lie in other regions, thus forcing them to migrate [29]. This applies both to the educational
path and to the path to employment. Secondary schools are only available in the next larger
town or that it is often necessary to move to cities with universities for a tertiary education.
Subsequently, the suitable jobs for the achieved education are then also found outside of
rural regions. In line with this, Bjarnason and Thorlindsson [30] were able to demonstrate
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that for the case of Iceland, the perception of job opportunities is the strongest predictor for
rural youth being willing to migrate. Accordingly, a potential influence of the urbanisation
level of the locality where an individual lives on the willingness to move for a job can be
expected within the first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 (H1). The more rural the place one lives, the higher the willingness to migrate for
a job.

A look at the personal influencing factors then shows exiting native labour markets
due to the experience of difficult economic conditions, constituting the main reason to
migrate within international migration literature. In such circumstances, individuals want
to move from a place with low employment opportunities and wages to places where
more jobs and higher wages are available [31]. Existing studies on youth provide evidence
for such dynamics. Cairns et al., for instance, showed that Portuguese young adults
consider international mobility a possible option when domestic labour market prospects
are limited [32]. Similarly, a study by Van Mol [33] showed that Italian youth often move
to another country due to economic circumstances, and in order to improve the chances
of securing employment in the domestic labour market upon their return. These findings
form the basis for the second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2). The worse the individual economic situation, the greater the willingness to
move in order to find a job.

Finally, there is another personal influencing factor, which, however, is expected to
tend to reduce the willingness to be mobile. This is mainly about being attached to the place
one lives in through close family relations. The general idea here is that people value living
closely to family, and take this into account when deciding about migrating or staying. On
the one hand, young adults who receive greater help from their families show that they
are less willing to migrate [30]. It is not only about families that share a household, but is
expected to also apply to the context of non-resident family ties [34,35]. On the other hand,
it can also be assumed that a stronger sense of obligation to the family is also associated
with a lower willingness to migrate. Following this, the final hypothesis is formulated:

Hypothesis 3 (H3). The closer the family ties, the less willing young people are to migrate for
a job.

Overall, various aspects promote or hinder young adults’ willingness to migrate for
a job. How these are operationalised within the study, as well as which effects can be
reported in this respect, is described in the following sections.

4. Data and Method

This study is based on the CUPESSE dataset from 2016 [8]. This dataset is the result
of a survey amongst youth (aged 18 to 35) in 11 European countries, namely, Austria, the
Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Italy, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey,
and the United Kingdom. The sampling frame was consistent across the countries, resulting
in probability samples of individuals aged 18 to 35 representative of employment status,
NUTS-2 region, age group, education, and migration background for each country [8].
Interviews took place online in nine of the 11 countries. Due to low internet coverage, the
survey could not be conducted online in Hungary or Turkey. Instead, the Hungarian team
used computer-assisted personal interviewing and in Turkey interviews were conducted
face-to-face using paper and pencil [8]. The surveys were conducted by professional polling
firms such as Gallup, YouGov, and others [8]. For a more detailed account of the dataset
and information on the survey methodology, see Tosun et al. [8].

The age range surveyed reflects the current state of research on the transition from
school to work. In contrast to official statistics (which often use age 25 as the end of
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youth), the survey includes up to 35-year-olds and thus takes into account the empirical
evidence that current generations take significantly longer than previous generations to
make the transition from school to work [36]. Furthermore, the countries in the sample
reflect both important dimensions of economic variations within Europe [37] and variation
with regards to political and welfare state systems [38]. Overall, the survey includes
questions about attitudes towards work, education, and the economic situation of young
adults. Table 2 provides an overview of all variables used for this study as well as their
statistical description. Appendix A also contains the correlation matrix of the variables
used. Appendix B also provides an overview of questions and coding for the variables
used from the CUPESSE Survey.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Variable Obs. Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

Move within country 17,406 0.41 0.49 0 1
Move to a different country 17,406 0.29 0.46 0 1
Rural index 17,406 1.64 0.58 1 3
Age 17,406 27.16 4.95 18 35
Female 17,406 0.52 0.50 0 1
Married 17,406 0.29 0.45 0 1
Medium education 17,406 0.21 0.40 0 1
High education 17,406 0.48 0.50 0 1
Employment status 17,406 0.59 0.49 0 1
Economic self-sufficiency 17,406 2.46 0.86 1 4
Social ties 17,406 2.22 1.01 1 5
Risk aversion 17,406 5.30 2.40 0 10
Work values 17,406 2.87 0.60 1 4
Familialism 17,406 3.14 0.60 1 4

4.1. Dependent Variables

The central research topic of the present study is the willingness of young adults to
move for a job. Respondents to the survey were asked, “What changes would you be
willing to make to get a new job?” and had to indicate their answer (no/maybe/yes) to the
following statements: “I would be willing to move within country [the respective survey
country was inserted here],” and “I would be willing to move to a different country.” This
makes it possible to examine in more detail the willingness to engage in both intra- and in-
ternational mobility. Furthermore, these items are particularly suitable, since “behavioural
intentions account for an appreciable proportion of variance in actual behaviour” [39].
Additionally, migration intentions have been proven to be a good predictor of migration
behaviour [40]. Finally, a study by Van Dalen and Henkens [41] showed that for the Dutch
context, forces triggering migration intentions are the same triggering actual migratory
behaviour. The answers were coded binary given answers with those who were willing
(=1) and those who were not or maybe willing (=0).

In order to test the hypotheses, a logit regression analysis separated for the two forms
of willingness to move for a job was applied. The estimation was based on the following
regression:

Yic = αc + βXic + δZic + εic , (1)

where Yic represents either the willingness of an individual i to move within or to a
different country c. The coefficients αc allow country-fixed effects to be considered to
control for country-specific factors that may influence our dependent variables, and X
and Z are, respectively, sets of control and interest variables. Furthermore, country and
post-stratification weights (based on gender, age, education, and NUTS-2 region) according
to the CUPESSE data were implemented. Standard errors are robust to heteroscedasticity
in all analyses.

For a more in-depth descriptive look at the data, Table 3 shows the distribution of
the answers, including the statistical significance of the t-tests in the differences among



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7494 8 of 20

means separated for both dependent variables. This involves only those independent
variables that were used to investigate the previously mentioned hypotheses. This shows
a significant difference between the Yes and No responses to willingness to move for the
economic situation variables. If one compares rural and non-rural young people here, one
can see a significantly stronger refusal to move to another country amongst young people
from rural areas. Finally, there was no significant difference for the variable on familialism.

Table 3. Response distribution for the two dependent variables.

Variable Move within a Country Move to a Different Country
No

(Obs. 10,217)
Yes

(Obs. 7189) Diff. No
(Obs. 12,294)

Yes
(Obs. 5112) Diff.

Employment status 0.612 0.568 −0.044 *** 0.603 0.569 −0.034 ***
Economic

self-sufficiency 2.479 2.429 −0.050 *** 2.49 2.381 −0.108 ***

Social ties 2.145 2.315 0.170 *** 2.159 2.352 0.193 ***
Rural index 1.631 1.643 0.012 1.646 1.611 −0.035 ***
Familialism 3.137 3.148 0.011 3.144 3.136 −0.008

*** p < 0.01.

4.2. Independent Variables

The influence of the environment in which one lives was considered in the first
hypothesis. The data in the CUPESSE dataset were collected at the NUTS-2 region level.
Since information on the degree of urbanisation is only available at the NUTS-3 level, it
had to be calculated accordingly. The European Union provides information on the degree
of urbanisation of all NUTS-3 regions. For this classification, they proceed in the following
manner. Firstly, the population pattern in rural areas is determined based on two types
of territorial units: “rural areas,” i.e., areas located outside urban clusters, and “urban
clusters,” i.e., clusters of adjacent grid cells of 1 km2 with a density of at least 300 inhabitants
per km2 and at least 5000 inhabitants. As a second step, NUTS-3 regions are classified based
on the proportion of population living in rural areas as follows: “predominantly rural,”
if the population share in rural areas is more than 50%; “intermediate,” if the population
share in rural areas is between 20% and 50%; and “predominantly urban,” if the population
share in rural areas is less than 20%. In order to avoid distortions caused by extremely small
NUTS-3 regions, regions smaller than 500 km2 are grouped with one or more neighbouring
regions for the purpose of classification. In the third step, the size of urban centres in a
region is used as another classification criterion. A predominantly rural region containing
an urban centre with more than 200,000 inhabitants, whose share is at least 25% of the
regional population, is classified as intermediate. An intermediate region containing an
urban centre with more than 500,000 inhabitants, whose share is at least 25% of the regional
population, is classified as predominantly urban [42]. For the aim of this study and to use
these data, the NUTS-3 regions were weighted by their population size and the NUTS-2
index was formed as the average of their NUTS-3 indices. This resulted in the rural index,
which takes values between one and three, and the higher the value, the more rural the
region in which the respondent lives.

In the course of the second hypothesis, the aim was to investigate how personal
economic situation affects willingness to move. This was operationalised via three concepts.
The first look was taken at employment status. To do this, respondents were asked
what they had mainly done in recent months. We used their answers in binary form,
distinguishing between those in paid work or self-employment (=1), and those who were
unemployed or engaged in unpaid education, community service, or others. Secondly, an
assessment of the personal economic situation was considered. To this end, the question
was how satisfied respondents were with their personal financial situation. This personal
assessment represents the central link between the actual economic situation and personal
attitudes. Existing research has repeatedly shown that personal perceptions act as a



Sustainability 2021, 13, 7494 9 of 20

filter between the objective economic situation and various decisions, such as voting
decisions [43,44]. The inclusion of this variable thus made it possible to look at underlying
personal attitudes, which are often not measured by objective indicators [8]. Thirdly,
the social environment of the responders was considered. For example, in the wake of
the economic crisis, it became apparent that youth unemployment varied greatly both
across countries and within countries across regions. Individual behaviour is particularly
influenced by the extent to which people are affected by being at risk of unemployment
and by the extent to which their social environment is affected. Therefore, finally, the
question of how many of one’s friends were unemployed was included in the analysis to
operationalise the economic situation.

In the third and last hypothesis, the strength of family relationships was considered.
This was operationalised with two different concepts. Firstly was one’s marital status.
This binary variable indicated whether someone was married or not. Secondly, general
attitudes towards family were considered. For this purpose, collective orientations were
taken [45] and formed into an index that took the average of the answers (strongly agree
to strongly disagree) to the following three statements: “It is the duty of family members
to take care of each other, even if they have to give up something they want themselves,”
“Family members should stick together, no matter what sacrifices are required,” and, “It is
important that children respect the decisions made by their parents, even if they disagree
with these decisions.”

4.3. Control Variables

Personal characteristics also play a role in individual willingness to move. Thus, the
analysis included a set of control variables. Previous studies show that men are more likely
to have high migration aspirations for work than women [46]. Accordingly, the same effect
was expected for this study. In addition, others have shown that older people are less
willing to migrate than younger people are, which was also expected for this study.

Another reason that promotes the migration of young people is the level of education.
The so-called “brain overflow” occurs when many young adults graduate from tertiary
education, but their qualifications do not fit with the labour demand in their home country.
The often resulting “brain drain” phenomenon, meaning the labour migration of highly
skilled individuals, was already well known before the economic crisis of 2008, with
scholarship on this topic dating back to the 1960s [3,47]. In the course of the economic crisis
of 2008, a high number of highly educated young adults migrated from Southern European
countries to Central and Northern European countries. This represented a phenomenon
that was fostered by the crisis and, indeed, has continued since then [48]. Many studies
show that migrants are positively selected in terms of education [49] and that this applies
particularly to young migrants [50]. To control for the level of education, a dummy variable
for “medium education” was coded, indicating whether the highest level of education
achieved by youths was equal to the Level 4 of the International Standard Classification of
Education (ISCED), whereas the dummy variable “high education” identified higher levels
of education (which require achieving at least a tertiary education level). Accordingly, the
reference group was represented by youths with low educational levels (ISCED level less
than 4).

Furthermore, the willingness to migrate is also influenced by personality structure.
Studies have shown that a general willingness to take risks also has a positive effect on
the willingness to migrate [31]. Accordingly, the item “On a scale from 0 to 10 would
you say that in general you are a person who tends to avoid taking risks or are you fully
prepared to take risks?” was used. To that end, an increasing willingness to migrate being
accompanied by an increasing willingness to take risks was expected for this study. Finally,
this study was controlled for individual attitudes towards work. Existing research has
demonstrated that work values predict various work-related decisions, such as career
choices or job selection [51]. Thus, an index that took the average of the answers (strongly
agree to strongly disagree) to the following statements was created: “To fully develop
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your talents you need to have a job,” “It’s humiliating to receive money without having to
work,” “Work is a duty towards society,” and “Work should always come first even if it
means less spare time.”.

5. Empirical Results

The results of the analyses are presented in Table 4 with reference to willingness to
move within one’s own country and in Table 5 with reference to willingness to move to
another country to find a job. The models presented are structured in the same way for
both tables and are based on the hypotheses. The basic model (M0) contains only the
previously named control variables. M1 to M3 contain the relevant independent variables
for the corresponding hypotheses (H1 to H3).

Table 4. Estimation results for moving within the country.

Willingness to Move within
the Country (M0) (M1) (M2) (M3)

Age 0.971 *** 0.971 *** 0.976 *** 0.971 ***
(0.00519) (0.00517) (0.00545) (0.00519)

Female 0.738 *** 0.738 *** 0.720 *** 0.739 ***
(0.0334) (0.0334) (0.0329) (0.0334)

Married 0.948 0.944 0.940 0.946
(0.0526) (0.0523) (0.0523) (0.0528)

Medium education 1.282 *** 1.291 *** 1.312 *** 1.284 ***
(0.0937) (0.0940) (0.0971) (0.0939)

High education 1.480 *** 1.495 *** 1.554 *** 1.482 ***
(0.0794) (0.0802) (0.0839) (0.0796)

Risk aversion 1.108 *** 1.109 *** 1.109 *** 1.108 ***
(0.0110) (0.0110) (0.0110) (0.0110)

Work values 1.398 *** 1.396 *** 1.403 *** 1.392 ***
(0.0573) (0.0572) (0.0579) (0.0594)

Rural index 1.185 ***
(0.0535)

Employment status 0.895 **
(0.0476)

Economic self-sufficiency 0.995
(0.0284)

Social ties 1.104 ***
(0.0282)

Familialism 1.015
(0.0418)

Constant 0.272 *** 0.189 *** 0.208 *** 0.263 ***
(0.0553) (0.0421) (0.0471) (0.0590)

Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES
AIC 23,573.18 23,551.59 23,529.94 23,574.93
BIC 23,712.94 23,699.12 23,693.00 23,722.46

Observations 17,406 17,406 17,406 17,406

Odds ratios with standard errors in parenthesis clustered at the NUTS-2 level. AIC = Akaike information criterion;
BIC = Bayesian information criterion. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05.
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Table 5. Estimation results for moving to a different country.

Willingness to Move to
Another
Country

(M0) (M1) (M2) (M3)

Age 0.976 *** 0.976 *** 0.975 *** 0.976 ***
(0.00552) (0.00552) (0.00578) (0.00552)

Female 0.801 *** 0.800 *** 0.793 *** 0.799 ***
(0.0397) (0.0396) (0.0397) (0.0396)

Married 0.882 ** 0.884 ** 0.889 * 0.885 **
(0.0541) (0.0542) (0.0546) (0.0544)

Medium education 1.196 ** 1.191 ** 1.231 ** 1.192 **
(0.0965) (0.0962) (0.100) (0.0964)

High education 1.489 *** 1.480 *** 1.542 *** 1.485 ***
(0.0888) (0.0885) (0.0932) (0.0888)

Risk aversion 1.169 *** 1.169 *** 1.168 *** 1.170 ***
(0.0132) (0.0132) (0.0132) (0.0132)

Work values 1.183 *** 1.184 *** 1.180 *** 1.194 ***
(0.0527) (0.0527) (0.0526) (0.0549)

Rural index 0.890 **
(0.0444)

Employment status 1.053
(0.0625)

Economic self-sufficiency 0.918 ***
(0.0295)

Social ties 1.083 ***
(0.0309)

Familialism 0.966
(0.0424)

Constant 0.192 *** 0.246 *** 0.202 *** 0.208 ***
(0.0424) (0.0606) (0.0505) (0.0505)

Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES
AIC 20,948.81 20,941.53 20,915.93 20,949.64
BIC 21,088.57 21,089.06 21,078.98 21,097.16

Observations 17,406 17,406 17,406 17,406

Odds ratios with standard errors in parenthesis clustered at the NUTS-2 level. AIC = Akaike information criterion;
BIC = Bayesian information criterion. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Firstly, the aim was to investigate to what extent the degree of urbanisation of the
area in which one lives has an influence on the willingness to move for a job. Due to
the often poorer relationship between supply and demand on the labour market in rural
regions, it was expected that the more rural the environment, the greater the willingness to
move. The results show differences depending on the form of moving. The more rural the
environment, the more willing young adults were to move within their own country. The
opposite picture emerged, however, with regards to the willingness to move to another
country. Here, the willingness to move decreased the more rural the area in which one
lived. Tables 6 and 7 report the changes in probability of moving within and to another
country, respectively, when the independent variables increased by one unit given that all
predictors were set to their mean values. The marginal effect of one additional point in
the rural index increased the likelihood of moving within the country by more than 4%,
whereas it decreased the willingness to move abroad by around 2.3%. This resulted in the
picture that rural young people in particular are willing to move within their own country
in order to find a new job. The “big step” to move to another country, on the other hand,
does not seem to be desired by rural youth.
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Table 6. Marginal effects of moving within the country.

Willingness to Move within
the Country (M0) (M1) (M2) (M3)

Age −0.0071 *** −0.0070 *** −0.0059 *** −0.0071 ***
(0.0013) (0.0013) (0.0014) (0.0013)

Female −0.0735 *** −0.0734 *** −0.0795 *** −0.0733 ***
(0.0110) (0.0109) (0.0111) (0.0110)

Married −0.0130 −0.0139 −0.0150 −0.0134
(0.0134) (0.0134) (0.0135) (0.0135)

Medium education 0.0601 *** 0.0618 *** 0.0657 *** 0.0605 ***
(0.0176) (0.0176) (0.0178) (0.0176)

High education 0.0949 *** 0.0973 *** 0.1067 *** 0.0951 ***
(0.0129) (0.0129) (0.0129) (0.0129)

Risk aversion 0.0248 *** 0.0250 *** 0.0250 *** 0.0248 ***
(0.0024) (0.0024) (0.0024) (0.0024)

Work values 0.0810 *** 0.0808 *** 0.0820 *** 0.0801 ***
(0.0099) (0.0099) (0.0100) (0.0103)

Rural index 0.0411 ***
(0.0109)

Employment status −0.0268 **
(0.0129)

Economic self-sufficiency −0.0011
(0.0069)

Social ties 0.0239 ***
(0.0062)

Familialism 0.0035
(0.0100)

Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES
Observations 17,406 17,406 17,406 17,406

Robust standard errors in parenthesis clustered at the NUTS2 level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05.

Table 7. Marginal effects of moving to a different country.

Willingness to Move to
Another Country (M0) (M1) (M2) (M3)

Age −0.0050 *** −0.0050 *** −0.0051 *** −0.0050 ***
(0.0011) (0.0011) (0.0012) (0.0011)

Female −0.0449 *** −0.0451 *** −0.0467 *** −0.0453 ***
(0.0100) (0.0100) (0.0101) (0.0100)

Married −0.0254 ** −0.0250 ** −0.0238 * −0.0246 **
(0.0124) (0.0124) (0.0124) (0.0124)

Medium education 0.0361 ** 0.0353 ** 0.0420 ** 0.0355 **
(0.0162) (0.0162) (0.0163) (0.0162)

High education 0.0804 *** 0.0791 *** 0.0874 *** 0.0798 ***
(0.0118) (0.0118) (0.0119) (0.0118)

Risk aversion 0.0316 *** 0.0315 *** 0.0314 *** 0.0317 ***
(0.0022) (0.0022) (0.0022) (0.0023)

Work values 0.0339 *** 0.0341 *** 0.0334 *** 0.0358 ***
(0.0090) (0.0090) (0.0090) (0.0093)

Rural index −0.0235 **
(0.0101)

Employment status 0.0105
(0.0120)

Economic self-sufficiency −0.0173 ***
(0.0065)

Social ties 0.0161 ***
(0.0058)

Familialism −0.0070
(0.0089)

Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES
Observations 17,406 17,406 17,406 17,406

Robust standard errors in parenthesis clustered at the NUTS2 level. *** p < 0.01, ** p < 0.05, * p < 0.1.

Furthermore, the results show that one’s employment status had no effect on the
willingness to move to a different country. Instead, when it came to moving for a job
within one’s own country, one’s employment status had a negative effect. Thus, if one has
a job, one is (as expected) less willing to move to find a new job. Similarly, for economic
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self-sufficiency, there was no significant effect on the willingness to move within one’s own
country. On the other hand, if one looks at the willingness to move to another country, it can
be seen that the willingness to move decreased with increasing economic self-sufficiency.
This seems plausible, since with decreasing economic pressure there is less incentive to
take the “big step” and move to another country to find a new job. Furthermore, it can be
seen that for both forms of moving, the willingness increased the more one’s friends were
unemployed. This underlines that young adults in an environment particularly affected by
youth unemployment are even more willing to do whatever it takes and would move both
within their own country and to another country to find a new job. Overall, hypothesis
two can be confirmed on the basis of all three indicators, namely, that the willingness to
move for a new job increases with a worsening economic situation.

Within the third and final hypothesis, the focus was on family relationships. In the
context of marital status, being married appeared to be associated with a lower willingness
to move to another country for a new job. At the same time, being married had no
significant impact on the willingness to move within one’s own country. Thus, as far as the
influence of one’s own nuclear family relationship is concerned, hypothesis three can only
be confirmed with regard to the willingness to move to another country. Hypothesis three,
on the other hand, must be rejected when looking at the influence of collectivistic attitudes.
Familialism had no significant influence on the willingness to move within or to another
country for a new job.

The final look was directed at the results of the control variables. Here, all expectations
were confirmed and showed significant effects for both forms of moving for a new job. It
was confirmed that men were more willing than women to move for a new job. In the
wake of the “brain drain” phenomenon frequently observed over the decades, as expected,
as education increased, so did the willingness to move for a new job. The higher the level
of education, the greater the willingness to move both within one’s own country and to
another country. Furthermore, the willingness to move decreased with increasing age and
it was confirmed that the more one was willing to take a risk, the greater the willingness to
move for a new job. Finally, the more central work was to one’s own life, the higher the
willingness to move for a new job, both within one’s own country and to another.

6. Discussion

When comparing the results with previous studies, three aspects stand out as espe-
cially worthy of discussion.

First, a particularly striking finding is that rural youth are more willing to move within
their own country than to move to another country to get a job. Existing studies cannot
provide an empirical justification but only a theoretical justification for this differentiation.
For example, Rye [4] argued that physical distances for young people in rural areas have
shortened in recent decades. It is no longer a big step for young rural adults to move
into the unknown in the city, and many other young people have already done so before
them. In order to receive an appropriate education, there is often no other option than
to attend schools or move to universities in urban areas [52]. Moving within one’s own
country has therefore become something rather commonplace for young people from rural
areas. In addition, the individualization thesis states that in today’s societies individuals
are breaking with traditional preconceived scripts of how to live their lives. Even though
class constraints are still present in this thesis, it is concluded that everyone is increasingly
required to take their destiny into their own hands [53,54]. From this analytical perspective,
young people from rural areas feel freer than previous generations to shape their life path.

Second, the present study confirms the findings of previous research that the willing-
ness to move for a job increases with a worsening personal economic situation. However,
the consideration of the influence of the personal environment represents a supplement to
the state of research. Previous studies on this aspect are rare and the result thus connects
to the study by Salamońska and Czeranowska [55], who showed that the willingness to
migrate is higher among young adults who agree with the statement that young people are
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marginalized in the state in which they live. The finding that the unemployment of one’s
friends increases the willingness to find a new job is of particular relevance when thinking
about economic crises. The recent past has impressively shown that in times of economic
crisis, youth unemployment in particular often rises sharply, thus increasing the pressure
on young people. It can be expected that the willingness of young people to move for a job
also increases in crises such as the current COVID-19 pandemic.

Third, the findings on the role of family attachment represent a contribution to the
state of research. The finding that only being married has an influence on the willingness
to move to another country, whereas family ties have no influence on moving within one’s
own country or to another country, provides an impetus for further in-depth studies. This
depth is especially called for when comparing the result with existing studies examining
similar topics. They often investigate on more abstract general feelings of belonging, thus
showing that these reduced the willingness to move [56]. For instance, Theodori and
Theodori [6] showed that rural youth in Texas are unwilling to move due to community
attachment and a sense of place-belonging.

A look at the strengths of the study shows that comparing willingness to move within
a country to willingness to move to another country is a novelty in the state of research.
Previous studies focused on the willingness to move within the country between rural and
urban areas. Moreover, these studies usually focused on individual countries or regions
(e.g., [5,6]). With the comparative view both between the forms of willingness and with a
sample consisting of 11 European countries, the results now attain broader validity. This is
also important considering that the EU focuses its policymaking on mobility across national
borders.

Nevertheless, some limitations of this study need to be discussed. Limitations were
already present from the data situation. A dataset with more countries would be desirable
in order to obtain a larger picture of the situation in more European countries. In addition,
it would be desirable to collect data that are more current. It is true that no other dataset
than the CUPESSE dataset used here offers the possibility to investigate the willingness
of young people to move within their own country or to another country in a European
context in this form. Nevertheless, it would be worthwhile to collect such data again for
further research. Likewise, it is clear that no conclusions can be drawn about causalities
based on cross-sectional data. Therefore, panel data would be particularly suitable for
further analysis. Finally, it would be desirable to collect data at the NUTS-3 level in order
to be able to examine the influence of the degree of urbanisation of the region in which one
lives in more detail.

Equally, the study also provides impetus for future research. It would be particularly
interesting to compare the findings of this study with the motives of young adults who
have indeed moved to secure a new job. Additionally, within qualitative in-depth studies,
one could explore the motives that make rural youth more willing to move within the
country than moving to another country. Simões et al. [3], who showed that emotional
bonds play an important role and investigated the returning intentions of youth originating
from rural regions, took an important first step in this direction.

7. Conclusions

In order to achieve smart, inclusive, and sustainable growth for Europe, young people
are essential. This has been emphasised by the EU Commission in the introductory words
of the Youth on the Move programme [18]. Although the economic crisis of 2008 led to
devastating consequences in the form of unemployment, particularly for young people, the
EU regards the issue of mobility as a core pillar of the solution to the problem. Thus, young
adults are expected to move across national borders to find employment. In so doing, a
better distribution and coverage of supply and demand on the labour market within the
EU is to be achieved.

What the EU has failed to take into account, however, is the low level of willingness
to be mobile amongst young people in order to find a job. Specifically, the low willingness
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to move to another country contradicts the aspirations of the EU policy. Within the present
study, it was shown that young adults were less willing to move to another country than
to move within their own country to find a job. The willingness to move was generally
influenced by various factors. For example, a worse personal economic situation led to
a higher willingness to move for a new job both within and to another country. Coming
from a rural area, or being married, on the other hand, reduced the willingness to move to
another country. It was particularly interesting to see that the more rural the environment
in which one lived, the more willing one was to move within one’s own country and
the less willing one was to move to another country to find a job. Overall, the analysis
clearly demonstrated that moving within one’s own country and to another country is
characterised by different levels of willingness and is associated with different hurdles.
Here, many young adults appear unwilling to move to another country in order to find a
job.

Existing research, however, recommends prioritising the barriers that account for the
most non-compliance when thinking about what keeps the target group from complying
with policies [57]. As has been shown, young European adults are rather unwilling to
move to another country in order to find a job. Thus, immobility can be perceived as a
major barrier to labour market integration. Despite the launch of Youth on the Move, the
EU has not made sufficient efforts to enhance the geographical mobility of youth [14].

The results of the study clearly point to necessary steps for successful policies in the
future. Building on research from Weiss and Hörisch [58], who argued that implemented
labour market policies have to match with the work values of individuals in order to
be successful, the results of the present study suggest that European policies to combat
youth unemployment must take into account young adults’ perspectives and, in this case,
specifically address their (un)willingness to be mobile. Concurrently, it also shows that it is
important for research on labour migration dynamics to consider the goals, motivations,
and willingness of young adults more fully. The economic crisis of 2008 will not be the last
phase of challenges for labour market policy. For example, the COVID-19 pandemic and
its economic consequences mean that a new peak phase of youth unemployment already
needs to be addressed. In this context, lessons should be learned from the past and policies
geared towards the needs of the target group should be developed.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Correlation Matrix.

Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14)

(1) Move within country 1.000
(2) Move to a different
country 0.443 * 1.000

(3) Age −0.093 * −0.079 * 1.000
(4) Female −0.072 * −0.059 * −0.022 * 1.000
(5) Married −0.079 * −0.081 * 0.354 * 0.044 * 1.000
(6) Medium education 0.015 0.019 * −0.242 * 0.032 * −0.075* 1.000
(7) High education 0.069 * 0.063 * 0.225 * −0.003 −0.024 * −0.485 * 1.000
(8) Risk aversion 0.127 * 0.174 * −0.073 * −0.103 * −0.016 * 0.037 * −0.004 1.000
(9) Work values 0.070 * 0.029 * 0.007 −0.037 * 0.112 * 0.038 * −0.081 * 0.082 * 1.000
(10) Employment status −0.044 * −0.031 * 0.305 * −0.161 * 0.094 * −0.166 * 0.181 * 0.037 * 0.085 * 1.000
(11) Economic
self-sufficiency −0.028 * −0.058 * −0.000 −0.055 * 0.071 * −0.021 * 0.093 * 0.006 0.021 * 0.244 * 1.000

(12) Social ties 0.082 * 0.087 * −0.072 * 0.040 * −0.020 * 0.049 * −0.070 * 0.053 * 0.035 * −0.221 * −0.268 * 1.000
(13) Rural index 0.010 −0.028 * −0.018 * 0.011 0.017 * −0.083 * −0.051 * −0.039 * −0.015 * −0.062 * −0.005 −0.027 * 1.000
(14) Familialism 0.009 −0.006 0.029 * −0.042 * 0.155 * 0.016 * −0.102 * 0.059 * 0.353 * 0.033 * −0.030 * 0.067 * −0.003 1.000

Note: The table contains the Pearson correlation and * denotes statistical significance at the 0.05 level.
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Appendix B

Table A2. Overview of the Variables Used from the CUPESSE Dataset.

Variable Question Range Mean (Std. Dev.)

Move within country “What changes would you be willing to make to get a new job?”
“I would be willing to move to within country”

(1) No
(2) Maybe
(3) Yes

Recoded towards:

(0) No/Maybe
(1) Yes

0–1 0.41 (0.49)

Move to a different country “What changes would you be willing to make to get a new job?”
“I would be willing to move to another country”

(1) No
(2) Maybe
(3) Yes

Recoded towards:

(0) No/Maybe
(1) Yes

0–1 0.29 (0.46)

Age “How old are you?” (Blank field for respondents to fill in the
answer)

18–35 27.16 (4.95)

Female “Are you . . . ”

(0) Male
(1) Female

0–1 0.52 (0.50)

Married “Which one of the following descriptions best describes your
current legal martial status today?”

(0) Others (registered civil partnership, separated,
divorced, widowed, single, none of the above)

(1) Married

0–1 0.29 (0.45)

Medium education “What is the highest level of education you have successfully
completed?”
Recoded towards:

(1) ISCED IV
Reference category: ISCED I to III

0–1 0.21 (0.40)

High education “What is the highest level of education you have successfully
completed?”
Recoded towards:

(1) ISCED V or higher
Reference category: ISCED I to III

0–1 0.48 (0.50)

Employment status “Which of these descriptions applies to what you have been
doing for the last month?”
Recoded towards:

(0) Unemployed/not having a job/not in paid work/in
education/doing an internship/in training/unable
to work because of health issues/doing civil service
or compulsory military service/on parental
leave/doing houswork, looking after children or
other dependents/other

(1) In paid work as an employee/self-employed

0–1 0.59 (0.49)
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Table A2. Cont.

Variable Question Range Mean (Std. Dev.)

Economic self-sufficiency “Thinking about your own financial situation, how satisfied are
you right now?”

(1) Very dissatisfied
(2) Rather dissatisfied
(3) Rather satisfied
(4) Very satisfied

1–4 2.46 (0.86)

Social ties “Thinking about your friends, how many of them are
unemployed?”

(1) None of them
(2) A few of them
(3) Some of them
(4) Most of them
(5) All of them

1–5 2.22 (1.01)

Risk aversion “On a scale from 0 to 10 would you say that in general you are a
person who tends to avoid taking risks or are you fully
prepared to take risks?”
Scale ranging from

(0) I tend to avoid risks
(10) I am fully prepared to take risks

0–10 5.30 (2.40)

Work values “Please read the following statements and tell us how much
you agree or disagree with them.”
To fully develop your talents you need to have a job.
It’s humiliating to receive money without having to work.
Work is a duty towards society.
Work should always come first even if it means less spare time.
For all statements:
1—strongly disagree/2—somewhat disagree/3—somewhat
agree/4—strongly agree
Recoded towards an index that takes the average of the answers
to these statements.

1–4 2.87 (0.60)

Familialism “We would like to know your views about family relationships.
To what extent to you agree of disagree with the follwing
statements?”
It is the duty of family members to take care of each other, even
if they have to give up something they want themselves.
Family members should stick together, no matter what
sacrifices are required.
It is important that children respect the decisions made by their
parents, even if they disagree with these decisions.
For all statements:
1—strongly disagree/2—somewhat disagree/3—somewhat
agree/4—strongly agree
Recoded towards an index that takes the average of the answers
to these statements.

1–4 3.14 (0.60)
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