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Abstract

This paper studies the effect in the Italian case of geographical mobility on
employment and occupational attainment, defined as access to the upper class,
avoidance of the working class, and avoidance of agricultural jobs. It observes the
distribution of its effect over the life course. Given that migration is a gendered
phenomenon, we perform separate analyses by gender. Our data set, moreover,
includes residential information at the municipality level, making it possible to
specify geographical mobility in different ways, according to the distance, the
characteristics of origin, and destination and the frequency of individual movements.
Third, it studies whether the effects of geographical mobility change according to
social class of origin and geographical area of origin.
Our analyses, based on linear probability panel models with fixed effects, show a
strong gender divide concerning the probability of employment and avoidance of
the working class. A positive effect of geographical mobility on occupational
outcomes appears to exist only as regards men, because for women the divergence
between movers and stayers appears well before geographical mobility. Finally, the
effects of geographical mobility are generally stronger for individuals originating
from the middle and lower classes and from rural areas, but they are not so strong
as to enable those individuals to substantially change their position in the
occupational hierarchy.
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Introduction
Current research in social demography (e.g., Kulu et al.,2018; Mulder, 2018) is arous-

ing new interest in the relation among ascribed variables, such as gender and family
background, geographical mobility (henceforth GM), and occupational attainment. In-

deed, in the past, sociologists saw GM as a choice enabling individuals to be socially
mobile by changing the occupational structure in which they were embedded (Sorokin,

1927), a key step in the processes of twentieth-century industrialization and urbanism

(Blau & Duncan,1967; Lipset & Bendix,1959). Unfortunately, however, in subsequent
decades, the connection between studies on GM, both internal and international, and

© The Author(s). 2021Open AccessThis article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or
other third party material in this article are included in the article's Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit
line to the material. If material is not included in the article's Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a
copy of this licence, visithttp://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

GenusBallarino and PanichellaGenus           (2021) 77:3 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41118-020-00112-4

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s41118-020-00112-4&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7326-6817
mailto:nazareno.panichella@unimi.it


stratification research gradually weakened, making it hard to evaluate the role of GM in
the intergenerational reproduction of social inequality (Li & Heath,2016).

This paper uses a novel and unique dataset for Italy comprising geographical infor-
mation at the municipality level to study GM as a factor of social stratification.1 In this

regard, Italy has several interesting features, because its delayed industrialization led to

the concentration of urbanization processes in a relatively short time span, between the
end of WW2 and the 1980s. The rapidity of the process and its belatedness with re-

spect to other countries imply that, differently from elsewhere, in the Italian case
micro-data are available for in-depth study of the socio-economic circumstances of

urbanization and geographical mobility. While selection into GM in Italy has been
studied elsewhere (Ballarino & Panichella,2017; Impicciatore & Panichella,2019; Pani-

chella,2012), this paper focuses on the impact of GM on occupational attainment. We

estimate a set of fixed-effect models for four measures of occupational attainment—
namely employment, entry in the upper class, avoidance of the working class, and

avoidance of an agricultural occupation—in three empirical steps. First, we study the ef-
fect of different types of GM on occupational attainment by gender. Second, we observe

the distribution of the effect over the life course, considering both the short and long-

run impact of GM on attainment. Third, we examine heterogeneity by observing the
extent to which the impact of GM changes according to social class and geographical

area of origin.
In the next section, we present our analytical framework, which links GM, social and

geographical origin and occupational attainment, and defines a set of possible scenarios

concerning our association of interest. The“Stratified returns: geographical mobility
and ascribed factors” section focuses on the heterogeneity of the association between

GM and attainment, investigating whether it changes among different social origins.
The “Data, variables and methods” section presents our data, variables, and estimation

strategy. The“Empirical evidence” section sets out the empirical evidence, and the
“Conclusion” section concludes.

Geographical mobility, social stratification, and occupational attainment
Research in social stratification and mobility has analyzed the intergenerational

reproduction of social inequality with the so-called origin-education-destination (O
E

D)

triangle (Blau & Duncan,1967), which links three elements: social origin (O), education
(E), and social class of destination (D). According to theO

E
D triangle, the main source

of inequality in contemporary society is family of origin: that is, parental resources in
terms of occupation (social class), income, ethnicity, family arrangements, etc. In order

to study GM as a factor of social stratification, we integrate theO
E

D triangle with the

geographical dimension of social stratification by including two additional elements,
which have received less attention in the social stratification literature, namely geo-

graphical area of origin (henceforth GO), and GM itself (Panichella,2014).
Geographical area of origin affects educational achievement because the uneven geo-

graphical distribution of schools and universities influences the costs of schooling, and

also because of the impact on schooling of peers, who might be seen as a part of the

1Our data were last updated in 2005 (see details below). However, at present for Italy there is no other, more
recent, source providing a similar level of detail.
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geographical context (Bobonis & Finan,2009). Moreover, since the division of labor
among geographical areas shapes the occupational structure and thus the set of oppor-

tunities available to individual careers (Blau & Duncan,1967; Moretti, 2012; Simpson,
1992; Van Ham,2003), the place of birth also affects occupational attainment. Finally,

the effect of GO on class attainment may be also driven by aspatial sorting: better-off

families are more inclined to live in specific geographical areas providing advantage, for
instance urban areas and big cities.

However, individuals are not‘trapped’ in their geographical area of origin: they can
move from there to some other place providing better opportunities. Hence, a second

element to be integrated in theO
E

D triangle is geographical mobility, the move from
GO to a new place of residence. GM can be considered an achieved factor and, like

education, may be analyzed in terms of‘investment’ in future occupational attainment

(Sjastaad,1962). Although GM often disrupts social networks, on average it provides
positive outcomes in terms of occupational attainment (Bernard, Bell, & Charles-

Edwards,2014; Blau & Duncan,1967; Mulder & Van Ham, 2005; Nowok, Van Ham,
Findlay, & Gayle,2013). People benefit from migration because it widens their job

search area so that they can escape the limitations of the occupational structure of their

place of origin in order to take advantage of job opportunities available elsewhere. This
is particularly true of rural to urban migration (Lehmer & Ludsteck,2011), and espe-

cially moves to large cities, where better employment opportunities are available and
returns on investment in human capital are greater (Fielding,1992).

While a positive average effect of GM on occupation attainment has been largely

confirmed by the literature, the temporal shape and the causal nature of the association
remains unclear. Do returns to migration occur immediately, or after some time lag?

The lack of research on the issue is related to the scant availability of longitudinal data
including detailed information concerning changes of residence, as required by a dia-

chronic analysis of the association between mobility and occupational attainment.
In order properly to analyze the timing and the nature of the association between

GM and occupational attainment, we hypothesize four scenarios relating GM and occu-

pational attainment over the life course. They are depicted in Fig.1, where time is on
the x-axis and attainment on they-axis. Two groups are compared: the‘movers’ (dotted

line), i.e., those who experience at least one episode of GM, and the‘stayers’ (solid line),
i.e., those who remain in the geographical area of origin. The vertical dotted line repre-

sents the time when the movers experienced their first episode of geographical

mobility.
According to the immediate returns scenario (top left panel), the effect of GM occurs

immediately after the movement, creating a net discontinuity in occupational attain-
ment before and after GM. This may be due to the effect of moving from a rural to an

urban area on the possibility of entering employment: as an individual moves from an

area providing few employment opportunities to one offering many, the effect may
occur immediately after the migration. However, it is also possible that the positive

returns are postponed to a later stage of the life course, well after the movement. In
this scenario (postponed returns, top right), GM is a part of a larger project of invest-

ment in human capital which brings employment benefits only in the medium or long

term, as in the case—for instance—of student mobility to college (Panichella,2009,
2013). In both cases, there is a possibly causal positive effect of GM on occupational
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attainment, although the explanatory mechanisms are different, given the time lag of
the effect found in the second case (Yankow,2003).2

In the selection into trajectories scenario (bottom left), an advantage of migrants with
respect to stayers already exists before the migration event, and it grows over time

(Kratz & Bruderl,2012). In other words, in this scenario, individuals first experience an

occupational improvement in their area of origin, then decide to move. Thus, the
choice of GM is mostly intended to reinforce a life-course pattern already given: if an

individual has experienced an early occupational upgrading in a region where resources
are limited, s/he can then decide to move to other regions to continue the favorable

trend, avoiding its obstruction by the lack of local opportunities. Finally, according to

the selection into different groups scenario, the attainment gap is stable over the life
course. Not observing this pattern over time may lead to GM being ascribed to what in

fact derives from individual characteristics, for instance motivation, self-efficacy, or
some other factor, be it observable or not (Cooke & Bailey,1996; Smits,2001). In both

scenarios, therefore, a causal relation between GM and occupational attainment is to

be excluded.

Fig. 1 The association between geographical mobility and occupational attainment, over time: four
possible scenarios

2While the evidence the paper provides is compatible with a causal interpretation of the relation, more
detailed data would be needed to make this interpretation as robust as required by the counter-factual
paradigm.
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Stratified returns: geographical mobility and ascribed factors
Besides the issue of the timing of the effect of GM, another aspect often neglected by

the current sociological literature concerns its heterogeneity with respect to individual
ascribed factors. We focus our discussion on gender, social class of origin, and geo-

graphical area of origin, briefly reviewing how the effect of GM may change among

such factors.
First, research has widely shown that GM is a gendered phenomenon because it in-

terrelates with family behaviors which often exhibit substantial gender differences
(Cooke,2008; Kulu & Milewski, 2007). Studies consistently relate the gender cleavage

in migration behavior to the prevailing division of labor within the household, accord-
ing to which the male partner is expected to be the main income provider while

women are mostly devoted to childcare. The‘tied migration’ argument maintains that,

while for men GM is mostly an occupational investment, women often relocate in re-
sponse to their partners’ movement, and this type of movement may have a negative ef-

fect on their occupational attainment (Ballarino & Panichella,2018; Taylor, 2007).
Indeed, it has been found that men who migrate show on average better occupational

outcomes with respect to those who do not, but this is not always the case for women

(Bonney & Love,1991; Jacobsen & Levin,1997; Smits,2001). This may also result from
a self-selection process of female movers, which is difficult to analyze with cross-

sectional data (Nowok et al.,2013). Therefore, study of the possible gender differences
in the distribution of the effect of GM on occupational attainment over the life course

is crucial for shedding light on the mechanisms underlying it.

Second, as regards the interaction between GM and social origin, our key question is
whether the effect of GM on attainment is stronger for individuals with lower origins

or for those with higher ones. We then extend to GM a question that has received close
attention in the recent social stratification literature: how do different factors of advan-

tage/disadvantage interact with one other over the life course? The discussion has
mostly focused on family of origin and educational achievement. If the interaction be-

tween origin and education is negative, so that family of origin has a stronger impact

on attainment for individuals who are less educated, the termcompensation effect is
typically used (Ballarino, Cantalini, & Panichella,2019; Bernardi,2014). Conversely, if

the interaction is positive, so that the occupational advantage given by a favorable fam-
ily background is stronger for the better educated, advantages cumulate into what has

been called theboosting effect (Bernardi & Ballarino,2016; DiPrete & Eirich,2006; Erola

& Kilpi-Jakonen,2017).
As regards GM, we then ask whether occupational returns to GM are stratified ac-

cording to family background: are they stronger for individuals with a disadvantaged
background, so that GM may to some extent compensate for the disadvantage related

to family resources, or are they stronger for those with a privileged family background,

so that the advantage provided by GM cumulates with the family-related one?
Third, a similar argument may be proposed concerning geographical origin. Also in

this case, there may be a‘compensation scenario,’ where GM on average benefits more
individuals from more deprived geographical origins, i.e., places that offer few occupa-

tional opportunities, or, on the contrary, a‘boosting scenario,’ where the benefits of

GM are on average stronger for individuals from wealthy geographical areas offering
many good occupational opportunities. If a compensation pattern prevails, then
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individuals with lower origins would benefit more from GM, with a balancing effect on
social inequality. This, however, does not tell us whether GM actually enables individ-

uals to change their position in the social structure. Therefore, if a compensation sce-
nario fits the evidence better, the question becomes whether the impact of GM is

strong enough to alter the individual’s position in the hierarchy among social groups

defined by circumstances of birth: does GM enable individuals of low social origin or
living in poor geographical areas to change their position on the social ladder? On the

contrary, if the boosting effect prevails, because GM provides an additional boost to
those individuals with a better social origin and/or living in better geographical areas,

then GM increases the distances between groups, reinforcing the existing social hier-
archy according to a pattern of cumulative advantage (DiPrete & Eirich,2006).

Data, variables and methods
Data

Data from the Italian Longitudinal Household Survey (ILHS) (1997–2005) for our ana-
lyses. This panel survey comprises, besides the standard socio-demographic informa-

tion, detailed time-varying information on GM (collected at the municipality level) as
well as on the educational, occupational, and familial careers of a random sample of

the Italian population. For this paper, the information concerning the municipality was
matched with administrative data concerning its geographical and demographical fea-

tures.3 Hence, by considering the number of inhabitants and the altitude of the munici-

pality of residence, we were able to distinguish different types of geographical origin
and movement. Our analytical sample comprised all individuals born between 1925

and 1975. The window of observation was 15–55 years of age or from 15 to the age at
interview if the case was right-censored: hence, we observed our sample from 1940 to

2005.4 After listwise deletion of missing values, analyses were based on the quarterly in-

dividual history calendars of 7528 individuals (945,092 observations).

Variables

The independent variable was GM, distinguishing themovers from the stayers. This

variable was treated as time-varying. At the time of the first observation, when the indi-
vidual was 15 years old, s/he was considered to be astayer. When s/he moved resi-

dence to another municipality, s/he became amover, i.e., someone who changes

municipality of residence at least once after 15 years of age. Our definition, based on

the respondent’s reconstruction of his/her own residential career and his/her own def-

inition of ‘place of residence,’ could also include movements not documented in the ad-
ministrative records, while it excluded episodes of temporary absence, even prolonged,

from the municipality of residence (military service, holidays, etc.), as well as residential
moves within the same municipality. In our empirical analyses concerning the effect of

GM on attainment in general, we exploited the municipal-level information available in

3Source: Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT),https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/156224.
4It should be borne in mind that ILHS started in 1997 as a retrospective panel survey, and was then kept
updated by 4 further waves taking place every other year until 2005. Since most of the information used in
our analyses was collected retrospectively, it is reasonable to assume that panel attrition did not bias our
results.
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our data to define different types of GM, in order to give a more detailed description of
the phenomenon and to gain better understanding of the mechanisms involved.

As regards our dependent variables, we focused our analysis on four outcomes fur-
nishing a detailed and parsimonious picture of occupational attainment. The first out-

come was employment status, coded 1 for the employed and 0 for both unemployed

and inactive. We then specified three different outcomes concerning occupational class
attainment. The first was the probability of entering the upper class (1 = upper class; 0

= other class or unemployed/inactive), i.e., the service or higher-grade routine non-
manual employees class, as defined by the EGP class scheme (EGP I-II-IIIa, Erikson &

Goldthorpe,1992). The second was the probability of avoiding the urban working class
(1 = working class; 0 = other class or unemployed/inactive), defined as skilled and un-

skilled manual workers in the industrial sector (EGP V-VI-VIIa), while the third was

the probability of avoiding agricultural jobs (1 = agricultural; 0 = other class or un-
employed/inactive; EGP IVc-VIIb). As a robustness check, we also estimated class at-

tainment excluding unemployed and inactive individuals from the analysis (conditional
models), and the results did not change.

Since we were estimating a set of panel models with fixed effects (see below), we con-

trolled for a number of time-varying variables, including a dummy for the area of origin
and destination (see below for details); enrollment in the educational system (1 = yes; 0

= no); marital status (0 = single; 1 =married); parenthood (0 = no; 1 = yes); years
(1945–2005) and age dummies (from 15 up to 55); and highest educational level

achieved (primary or less, lower secondary, upper secondary, and tertiary or more).

In order to address whether internal mobility changes an individual’s position in the
occupational hierarchy, the effect of GM was estimated by social class and geographical

area of origin. Social origin was defined using the EGP class scheme via the dominance
approach (Erikson,1984), including four categories: upper class (I-II-IIIab); urban petty

bourgeoisie (IVab); urban working class (V-VI-VIIa); and agricultural classes (IVc-
VIIb). The geographical area of origin was the type of municipality of residence at the

age of 15, coded into 5 categories: two urban ones, namely big cities (more than 300,

000 inhabitants) and medium cities (between 50,000 and 300,000 inhabitants); three
rural ones (< 50,000 inhabitants), divided on the basis of their height above sea level:

plains and coasts (as identified by the Italian National Institute of Statistics); hills (alti-
tude < 450 m); mountains (altitude > 450 m). These geographical areas are associated

with different sets of opportunities and constraints affecting individuals’ life chances. A

number of studies have shown that educational and employment opportunities have
been systematically better in urban areas because the industrialization and upgrading of

the occupational structure of these areas furnished better chances of attainment for the
people who lived there. Furthermore, among rural areas, it is useful to differentiate hills

and mountains from plains and coastal areas, since the latter offer better opportunities

and thus attract people to them (Panichella,2014).

Descriptive statistics

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics of the geographical mobility observed in our ana-

lytical sample. The units of analysis are both episodes and individuals. At least one epi-
sode of GM was experienced by 36.8% of our sample, since the ILHS survey registered
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Indeed, estimation of the interaction models shows differences between genders fully

consistent with the results reported above. While for single and married men the coeffi-
cients for employment go in the same direction, albeit at different levels of magnitude,

coefficients change dramatically when distinguishing married and unmarried women.
The latter, in fact, are not disadvantaged by GM, whereas the former are strongly so.

We speculate that while for men GM is mostly related to employment, for women both
the motivation for GM and the employment opportunities which it provides change

completely according to their familial situation (Author, 2019).

Geographical mobility and occupational trajectories

We now move to the second part of our analysis by observing how the relation between
GM and attainment is distributed over the life course, and relating it to the scenarios

presented in Fig.1 above. Figures4 and 5 report in the top panel the distribution of

the effect of GM (Mp
it ) on our four occupational outcomes, for males and females re-

spectively, controlling for the interaction between region of origin and region of destin-

ation (RegDepit × RegDestit). In order to give a clearer idea of the substantive relevance
of the results, the bottom panel shows for each of our four outcomes the predicted

probabilities over time of movers who migrated at the age of 27 (as calculated from the
same DFE models), compared with the corresponding trends over age (Ait) (15–45

years of age) computed for the stayers and those movers who at each given age had not
yet moved, with full controls.

The patterns over time of the relation between GM and employment are very differ-

ent for men and women. For the former, the effect of GM on the probability of being
employed increases from 0 (CIs:− 0.03, 0.03) to positive values (pr = 0.03, CIs: 0.01,

Fig. 3 Effects of geographical mobility on occupational outcomes by gender and marital status. Beta
coefficients (upper panel) and predicted probabilities (lower panel). Distributed LPM with FE

Ballarino and PanichellaGenus           (2021) 77:3 Page 14 of 24



0.06) exactly in the quarter of migration, while for the latter the same effect drops from

− 0.02 (CIs:− 0.05, 0.01) to− 0.04 (CIs:v0.07, 0.02), so that the pattern over time of em-
ployment does not appear to be related to the GM event. The comparison of the pre-

dicted probabilities of being employed of the movers with those of the stayers, provided
by the lower panels of Figs.4 and 5,8 shows that in the case of men an impact of GM

on occupational attainment is clear, as the employment probabilities of movers diverge

from those of the stayers in correspondence to the migration event, while in the case of
women the pattern is different: the employment probabilities of the movers are higher

than those of the stayers before migration; they then drop, to some extent recover with
the migration event, and then start dropping again.

Female movers therefore experience a reduction of their employability already before

their movement, confirming the importance of the self-selection of women into GM.
To be noted that is, according to our analysis, in Italy the penalization of women after

GM is not temporary, as it is elsewhere (Clark & Huang,2003; LeClere & McLaughlin,
1997), but permanent, because their employment chances never reach the pre-

migration level. The employment probability of the female stayers, by contrast, exhibits

a more straightforward pattern, increasing up to a plateau at around age 35, then de-
creasing over time.

In the terms of Fig.1, we observe here animmediate returns pattern for men, and a
selection into trajectories pattern for women: with GM, the employment probabilities of

Fig. 4 Effects of geographical mobility on occupational outcomes in relation to time to/since movement.
Beta coefficients (upper panel) and predicted probabilities over age (lower panel). Distributed LPM with
FE. Male

8One should also note the different scales of the graphs, related to the different average probability of
employment between genders.
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