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Abstract: For some time now, there has been a lively debate about reurbanisa-
tion in Germany with regard to trends in spatial development. At the same time, 
the consequences of spatially imbalanced development can be observed in many 
regions. In large metropolitan areas in particular, the renewed appeal of cities has 
made living space scarce and expensive. There is extensive investment in residen-
tial construction and infrastructure, yet the fi rst signs of a further shift in the trend 
are starting to emerge. It is against this background that this paper investigates 
migratory movements in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia, covering a period of 
more than four decades. The resulting change in the distance between place of resi-
dence and the nearest major centre is calculated for each case of migration in the 
time period under investigation. By aggregating the individual values, an indicator 
is generated that can be used to identify different phases of spatial concentration 
and deconcentration. The results remind us that for a long time the predominant 
forces in migratory movements were centrifugal. This makes the transition to the 
spatial concentration phase that took place in the past decade, and that can be pre-
cisely traced from the values obtained, all the more striking. In the fi nal years of the 
period under investigation, the results are signifi cantly infl uenced by the handling 
of the publicly-directed migration of refugees and asylum-seekers within the state. 
If municipalities with admission facilities for these groups that exhibit anomalous 
migration data are excluded from the analysis, deconcentration processes appear 
in fact to be gaining the upper hand again in North Rhine-Westphalia. Renewed mo-
mentum in residential suburbanisation in the areas surrounding the major centres 
is behind this current development. Deceleration of the migratory losses from more 
peripheral municipalities can also be observed, however. 
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1 Introduction 

As a rule, population development does not occur homogeneously in a region, a 
federal state or a country. Migratory movements in particular can result in differ-
ing developmental dynamics in different areas. These lead in turn to redistribution 
of the population as a whole and of individual population groups. Among other 
reasons, such trends are signifi cant because they have an impact on the local de-
mand for everyday goods and services. Hence, living space can become scarce and 
expensive in particularly popular destination regions, whereas falling prices and 
vacancies arise in regions experiencing emigration. 

In the second half of the 20th century in western Germany, and then following 
German reunifi cation also in eastern Germany, spatial development was charac-
terised by various stages of demographic deconcentration (Siedentop et al. 2003). 
Toward the middle of the past decade, however, a debate about a noticeable change 
in the trend began, which in subsequent years was demonstrated in a series of em-
pirical studies. The positive migration balances and – comparatively – favourable 
population development in many cities and urban agglomerations led researchers 
to speak of a phase of reurbanisation (e.g. Brake/Herfert 2012; Herfert et al. 2010; 
Siedentop 2008). The rapid increase in the number of inhabitants in some places 
and the associated growth pressures gave rise to considerable policy and planning 
challenges with respect to the creation of new residential space or the adaptation 
of available infrastructure, for example. At the same time, there was increasingly 
intense discussion about possible depopulation and peripherisation of rural areas 
(e.g. Berlin-Institut für Bevölkerung und Entwicklung 2011). It remains an open ques-
tion whether and how long this reurbanisation trend will persist. First indications 
have recently been found in the press that suggest a renewed tendency toward 
spatial deconcentration in population development (Kollenbroich et al. 2016; Ochs 
2016). 

The present article examines the phases of spatial concentration and deconcen-
tration that have occurred in recent years. The analysis puts the focus on migratory 
movements, which represent numerous individual decisions for or against a place 
of residence. As a contribution to the debate about current trends in spatial devel-
opment, the objective is to show changes over time as precisely as possible and, in 
doing so, to differentiate based on attributes such as the age and nationality of the 
persons who have migrated. The salient question of when it is appropriate to speak 
of an “end of reurbanisation” is also discussed. The study uses the example of North 
Rhine-Westphalia. With a population of around 17.9 million people (on 31/12/2015), 
North Rhine-Westphalia is Germany’s most populous state by far. And even though 
29 of Germany’s 80 largest cities containing over 100,000 inhabitants are located in 
North Rhine-Westphalia, there are relatively few studies on the subject of “reurbani-
sation” for this state. The available data for North Rhine-Westphalia offers particu-
lar opportunities for analysing migratory movements and was also decisive in the 
choice of area to be studied. 

The current state of research on internal migratory movements in Germany is 
presented at the beginning of this article. In the following section there is a discus-
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sion of the methodological approach, in which detailed information is given on the 
data basis used for the examination. The results of the data analysis are then pre-
sented with the aim of identifying different phases of spatial development in North 
Rhine-Westphalia. In the fi nal section the fi ndings are summarised and discussed in 
relation to the durability of the current reurbanisation trend. 

2 Current State of Research 

Understanding of Reurbanisation 

In the search for a defi nition of reurbanisation, a large degree of uncertainty and a 
wide range of interpretations are encountered. A series of attempts has thus been 
made to impose a structure and to elaborate different dimensions of meaning (e.g. 
Brake/Urbanczyk 2012; Glatter/Siedhoff 2008; Bourne 1996). Many of these propos-
als distinguish between a normative and an analytical approach. The analytically-
oriented perspective can be sub-divided in turn into qualitatively and quantitatively-
oriented approaches. The present paper belongs to the analytical-quantitative studies.

The aim of these studies is to observe reurbanisation empirically using statisti-
cal indicators. In most cases, population development is the object of observation, 
which is also supported by the availability of the required data. In part, however, the 
focus is on development in other domains such as employment or the retail trade. It 
should, moreover, be noted that differing measurement concepts are used in iden-
tifying and describing demographic reurbanisation processes, and this has consid-
erable infl uence on the results presented (Osterhage 2011). The prominent phase 
model of urban development, which emerged in the context of a European study of 
cities at the beginning of the 1980s (van den Berg et al. 1982), is still an important 
point of reference. This model is used to establish the change in the population 
number in the core and the ring of a functional urban region in order to determine 
differing phases or stages of spatial development. Over the years, different varia-
tions of the original model have been developed and applied (Parr 2012). In many 
analytical-quantitative studies, overall population development is no longer the fo-
cus, but rather, with differing emphases, migratory movements (e.g. Rérat 2012; 
Sander 2014; Busch 2016). It is argued that the new growth of cities depends mainly 
on a surplus of in-migration and that the separate consideration of different migra-
tion types promises deeper insights into trends in spatial development. 

Spatial Migratory Patterns in Germany since the 1960s 

In the 1960s, once the main reconstruction phase following the destruction of the 
Second World War had passed, migratory movements from the city centres to the 
surrounding outskirts were increasingly observed in West German metropolitan ar-
eas (Kemper 1999). In combination with the widespread desire to own property in a 
leafy neighbourhood, the triumphant rise of the private car as well as the expansion 
of public commuter transport led in the following years to a peak phase of residential 



•    Frank Osterhage134

suburbanisation (Häußermann et al. 2008: 85-89). In somewhat diminished form, 
this phase persisted into the 1980s in many regions (Bucher/Kocks 1987). Indeed, in 
the period between 1978 and 1984, there is evidence of inter-regional deconcentra-
tion in West Germany that led, by way of internal migration, to a population shift to 
less densely-populated areas (Vogelsang/Kontuly 1986; Kanaroglou/Braun 1992). In 
the second half of the 1980s, however, a reversal of this trend became apparent. 
Concentration processes in favour of urban agglomerations took hold and some re-
searchers speculated about the beginning of a reurbanisation phase (Kontuly/Schön 
1994; Kemper 1999; Gans 2000). 

The turbulent period of German reunifi cation or “Wendezeit” (1989-1990) rep-
resented a special historical situation that had immense consequences for migra-
tion (Kemper 2003; Kontuly et al. 1997). Extensive migratory movements from East 
to West predominated, and this, in combination with the immigration of resettlers 
(“Aussiedler”, i.e. descendants of German settlers in Eastern Europe), refugees and 
asylum-seekers, led to strong pressure on housing markets in western German 
metropolitan areas. In the 1990s, a veritable surge in suburbanisation could be ob-
served in the “new states” of eastern Germany (Herfert 1998; Aring/Herfert 2001). 
Following reunifi cation, massive public housebuilding subsidies along with the new 
possibilities of property ownership resulted in a construction boom in the surround-
ings of the eastern German core cities and hence in widespread intra-regional de-
concentration. But a new peak phase of residential suburbanisation, which lasted 
into the second half of the decade, also occurred in the “old states” of western 
Germany. This phase was characterised by spatial expansion in some metropolitan 
areas (Schlömer 2004: 101-104) and an unprecedented variety of household types 
among the new suburbanites (Aring/Herfert 2001). In contrast to the situation in 
eastern Germany, rural areas recorded constant gains in internal migration in this 
period (Kemper 2003: 14-15; Böltken et al. 1997: 38). Toward the end of the decade, 
a weakening of the centrifugal forces became apparent amidst the migratory move-
ments. This concerned both the suburbanisation processes (Herfert 1998: 774; Hal-
lenberg 2002: 134-136) and the large-scale deconcentration (Mai/Schlömer 2007). 

After the turn of the century, reurbanisation was discussed in migration analyses 
as a continuation of this development: initially with a certain degree of reserve (Köp-
pen et al. 2007; Hirschle/Schürt 2008) and then, somewhat later, more assertively 
(Herfert/Osterhage 2012). As the outcome of a detailed study of internal migration, 
Sander (2014: 229) fi nds that the patterns of migratory gains and losses changed 
completely between 1995 and 2010. Overall, upward migration fl ows within the 
urban hierarchy have gained in importance. Thus, the proportion of people who 
move to other large cities has increased, whereas the number moving from cities to 
their surrounding areas has decreased. While there are considerable regional differ-
ences, the fact that the core regions are able to achieve high migratory gains while 
gains are decreasing or losses even being seen in many of the other regions outside 
the urban agglomerations is recognised as the overriding trend (Sander 2014: 233). 
Milbert and Sturm (2016), who undertook an analysis of migratory movements in 
Germany between 1975 and 2013, arrive at a very similar assessment. In their con-
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clusion, the authors prefer not to speak of a “rural exodus”, but they point to the fact 
that emigration from rural areas to large cities has increased. 

Recently, however, there have been signs that the trend toward spatial concen-
tration is coming to an end. Busch (2016) fi nds that many large cities now exhibit a 
clearly negative migration balance from internal migratory movements – a devel-
opment that is obscured by heavy immigration from abroad. He regards the main 
cause to be the fraught urban property market in many places, which leads to a 
process of displacement in favour of suburban and rural municipalities. However, 
he sees no signs of a general loss in the attractiveness of urban living (Busch 2016: 
93-96). Similar shifts in the internal migration balance also emerge in the study 
conducted by Milbert (2017). She distinguishes between different groups of large 
cities and points to the fact that the migratory gains achieved by the cities began to 
decline in 2011, and in 2014, for the fi rst time, almost fell back to zero again or were 
even negative. In her analysis of the causes she emphasises that higher rental and 
property prices alone cannot explain the renewed tendency toward intra-regional 
deconcentration (Milbert 2017: 14-16). 

A Life-Course Perspective on Migration 

Studies conducted on the basis of aggregated migration data have repeatedly 
shown that there are striking differences between age-groups with respect to the 
frequency and the predominant direction of migration. The needs, preferences and 
resources of individuals – and hence also of households – evidently change over the 
course of a life and this can cause people to move house and change their place of 
residence. These sorts of considerations led to the application of the sociological 
family-cycle concept to issues in migration research (Rossi 1955) – and later to the 
extension of this somewhat rigid model beyond the narrow focus on the nuclear 
family (e.g. Kemper 1985). Subsequently, numerous studies emerged that were con-
ducted from the life-course perspective and that focussed on a systematic analysis 
of the connections between spatial mobility and biographical events (e.g. Wagner 
1989; Kley 2011, 2009; Gerber 2011). 

Typical age-specifi c patterns of internal migration in Germany emerge from peo-
ple’s many individual decisions about where to live, and they display a high degree 
of temporal stability. These patterns reveal that the educational migrant age-group, 
in particular, moves to cities, whereas family migrants, as well as senior migrants, 
tend to prefer the surrounding areas of the core cities, or more rural regions (Bu-
cher/Schlömer 2012: 70; Schlömer 2009: 115-122). 

The predominant direction of migration in the different age-groups has not fun-
damentally changed in recent years. Nonetheless, a reurbanisation trend has come 
about as a result of level changes. Thus, Sander (2014) fi nds that there has been a 
further clear increase in moves to urban centres among young adults and, at the 
same time, moves out of the core cities have decreased among the 30- to 49-year-
olds. In keeping with this, according to Milbert and Sturm (2016), the signifi cance of 
emigration of educational migrants from rural areas to cities has increased. Like Si-
mons and Weiden (2016), they also point to the fact that the orientation toward cities 



•    Frank Osterhage136

persists in the subsequent phase of starting a career and deciding on a profession. 
Instead of returning home, college graduates increasingly move on to other cities 
(Simons/Weiden 2016). Busch (2016), however, asserts that in the recent past the 
migratory gains of cities among young people have not been suffi cient to compen-
sate for the losses due to family migration, which are growing again in the context 
of a very competitive housing market. 

Migration and Nationality 

Overall, differentiation based on nationality has only played a subordinate role in 
the studies of internal migration within Germany that have been conducted in recent 
years. As an exception to this rule, Busch (2016) consciously treats the migratory 
movements of German nationals separately. As a result of this approach he deter-
mines that between 2008 and 2014 there was a transition toward suburbanisation 
among the group of non-foreigners and, in individual regions, even de-urbanisation 
(Busch 2016: 90-92). 

Although the internal migratory movements of foreigners are not, as a rule, di-
rectly considered, there is a larger number of studies on the regional distribution of 
foreign nationals and/or people with immigration backgrounds (e.g. Gans/Schlömer 
2014; Korcz/Schlömer 2008; Kemper 2006; BAMF 2016). The fi ndings presented on 
this subject make two points clear: fi rstly, there are large differences among the 
various sub-groups comprising the immigrant population. Secondly, distinctive 
spatial patterns can be detected for many of these groups. In light of such fi ndings, 
Korcz and Schlömer rightly speak of a “systematicity amidst the diversity” (2008: 
165). Keeping in mind the existing specifi cities, it can be said that immigrants are 
concentrated in urban agglomerations in the western part of Germany (Worbs et 
al. 2005: 44). Hence, it is not surprising that immigrants – in particular, those with 
limited income – are mentioned as a central pillar of the current reurbanisation trend 
(Kabisch et al. 2012: 122-123; Haase et al. 2010). The great signifi cance of social 
networks and the importance of access to rental markets for many people with 
immigrant backgrounds are cited as causes of this pronounced affi nity with cities 
(Gans/Schlömer 2014). 

Alongside the direct infl ow from other countries and the natural development 
of the population, the precise contribution of internal migration to the emergence 
of the existing patterns of distribution is, however, largely unclear. The complex 
inter-connections between external migration and related internal migration, which 
have hitherto rarely been the subject of systematic study, need also to be taken into 
account here (Korcz/Schlömer 2008: 168). This includes the numerous special cases 
of publicly directed migratory movements of groups like asylum-seekers, refugees 
and (late) resettlers (Schlömer 2012: 50-51; Worbs et al. 2005: 45). 
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3 Data Basis and Methodological Approach 

In the reurbanisation debate of recent years, various approaches have been em-
ployed in order to identify different phases of spatial development. This paper is 
based on the analysis of migration data and hence looks at active changes in the 
place of residence. This approach is distinguished by the fact that all cases of mi-
gration within the geographical area of a federal state are included in the statisti-
cal analysis. Based on this indicator, a phase of reurbanisation can be identifi ed in 
which spatial concentration, i.e. a shift towards the existing major centres, is pre-
sent in the migratory movements. 

Measurement of Concentration and Deconcentration 

The subject of this paper is migration within North Rhine-Westphalia and the trends 
in spatial development that accompany it. All cases of migration that extend be-
yond the boundaries of a municipality and where the municipality of origin as well 
as the municipality of destination are within the state boundaries of North Rhine-
Westphalia were considered for the period from 1975 to 2015. Data from the migra-
tion statistics served as the basis for the analysis. The migration statistics represent 
an exhaustive data collection that is based on the registrations recorded by the 
municipal registration offi ces. Moves within a municipality are not included in the 
migration statistics. The statistics contain the old and new place of residence, but 
also other attributes like the age and nationality of the person who has migrated. 
The Federal Statistical Offi ce rates the quality of the data as good (Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2017: 7-8). 

The available migration data was used to identify phases of spatial concentra-
tion and deconcentration, and a signifi cant indicator of spatial development was 
created as a result. The value yielded by this indicator was meant to reveal whether 
the migratory movements in North Rhine-Westphalia are more directed toward the 
existing centres or rather toward the inner and outer fringes of the state territory. 
Thus, the distance to the nearest major centre of the old and new places of resi-
dence was determined using a geo-information system for each case of migration. 
How this distance, and hence the proximity to a major centre, changed as a result 
of the migratory movement could then be calculated. The straight-line distance (“as 
the crow fl ies”) between the middle points of both of the municipalities in question 
was used for the measurement. All cities that are classifi ed in the “Oberzentrum” 
category by the federal state planning authority, and thus fulfi l important regional 
functions, were defi ned as major centres. 

The resulting particularity of the analysis can best be illustrated using the exam-
ple of a move from a domicile on the periphery of the state of North Rhine-West-
phalia to the neighbouring municipality of a city with the status of major centre. 
Although this move is not to the major centre itself, in the approach described it is 
considered as a case of migration that decreases the distance to the nearest major 
centre and thereby contributes to spatial concentration. 
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Study Area and Transferability of the Findings 

Two points were decisive for the choice of area to be studied. Firstly, a data basis 
is available for North Rhine-Westphalia that facilitates special analysis of migration 
data and that is not available for any other German state. Secondly, various reasons 
relating to the size of North Rhine-Westphalia and the diversity of its regions favour 
this choice. Thus, not only local migrations can be taken into account, but also mi-
grations over intermediate and longer distances thanks to the expanse of the state 
territory. In addition, the differences between regions, cities and villages ensure 
coverage of a large range of migration types and associated motives for migration. 
Finally, North Rhine-Westphalia is Germany’s largest state by far in terms of popula-
tion size, and comprises a signifi cant proportion of all migratory movements in the 
country as a whole. 

The data used from the migration statistics was made available by the Informa-
tion und Technik Nordrhein-Westfalen (IT.NRW) state agency, which acts as the sta-
tistical offi ce of the federal state of North Rhine-Westphalia. The data available from 
IT.NRW is characterised by certain particularities that make a study of North Rhine-
Westphalia especially interesting. Principal among these is the exceptionally long 
period of available reporting years. This period goes back to 1975, which makes 
statistical analyses covering more than four decades possible. In contrast, compa-
rable data for the whole national territory made available by the Research Data Cen-
tres (RDC) of the Federal Statistical Offi ce and the regional Statistical Offi ces of the 
federal states only starts in 2000. It should be emphasised, moreover, that IT.NRW 
publishes complete data sets with two-dimensional migration data covering move-
ments between all the municipalities in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia. This 
makes complex analyses possible on a very localised level without information be-
ing lost due to data aggregation in the provision of the data. The agency also re-
frains from blocking weakly-occupied cells for reasons of confi dentiality. 

The settlement structure and system of centres in North Rhine-Westphalia ex-
hibit certain peculiarities that are of signifi cance for this study. The core area of 
the state – along the Rhine and in the Ruhr region – has been strongly marked by 
far-reaching processes of urbanisation. In these areas of high population density, 
many cities are found in close proximity to each other. In addition, there are several 
“freestanding” centres like Münster, Bielefeld, Paderborn, Siegen, and Aachen. At 
the same time, it should be noted that there are also some less densely populated 
areas, mainly on the periphery of North Rhine-Westphalia. The central place con-
cept (“Zentrale-Orte-Konzept”) that was established at the end of the 1970s in the 
state development plan (Der Ministerpräsident des Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen 
1979) and that still applies unchanged today, classifi es 16 cities across the state as 
major centres (Fig. 1). Centres in the neighbouring states of Lower Saxony, Hesse 
and Rhineland-Palatinate were also taken into account in determining the distance 
to the nearest major centre. The shortest distance in the case of a few municipalities 
is indeed to the major centres of Hannover or Osnabrück in Lower Saxony. Centres 
in the neighbouring countries of Belgium and the Netherlands, on the other hand, 
were not taken into consideration. Available studies clearly show that interconnec-
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tions that transcend national borders are still relatively weakly developed (Münter/
Osterhage 2017). The calculations show that the straight-line distance to the near-
est major centre is less than 20 kilometres for 46 percent of all municipalities in 

Fig. 1: Distances of municipalities in North Rhine-Westphalia to the nearest 
major centre
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North Rhine-Westphalia; for nine out of ten localities, the distance remains under 
the threshold of 40 kilometres. The greatest distances, of over 40 kilometres, are 
for some municipalities in Ostwestfalen-Lippe, in the Sauerland and on the Lower 
Rhine. 

With respect to the transferability of the study fi ndings to the situation and devel-
opment in Germany as a whole, the size of North Rhine-Westphalia and the diversity 
of its regions should again be emphasised. This ensures that many different cases 
of migration are included in the study, lending the results a high degree of robust-
ness. Nonetheless, the well-founded reservations regarding generalising fi ndings 
from case studies in spatial-scientifi c research apply to a certain extent. This is 
particularly the case for the transferability to spaces that are unique and clearly di-
verge from the conditions in North Rhine-Westphalia with regard to features like the 
number and accessibility of major centres, the settlement structure or the housing 
and property markets. Examples include study areas that are more rural in character 
or display a pronounced monocentric settlement structure. 

Identifi cation of Outliers 

A major challenge involved in considering internal migration lies in the treatment of 
publicly-directed movements of people who previously immigrated from abroad. 
After entering Germany, groups like asylum-seekers, refugees and (late) resettlers 
are fi rst sent to places with central admission facilities. Then, in a second step, the 
new arrivals are distributed to the other municipalities in North Rhine-Westphalia 
and these publicly-directed movements are registered as internal migration. But 
since the actual starting point for the migratory process is outside the area under 
consideration, the treatment as internal migration can be regarded as an artefact of 
the registration system and hence of the migration statistics. Furthermore, due to 
the fact that the persons migrating have no free choice, they are only comparable 
to other migratory movements to a limited extent. Consequently, there are good 
substantive arguments for not taking into account this form of migration in analys-
ing migratory movements, or for treating it separately. The statistics, however, do 
not permit the clear recognition of cases of migration that have been infl uenced 
by public measures or their direct exclusion. Instead, municipalities, where central 
admission facilities are located, are entirely excluded from analyses on internal mi-
gration in most studies.

But this approach also carries certain diffi culties. The number and locations of 
these facilities do not remain constant over time, and are sometimes subject to 
considerable change. Particularly in phases of high immigration, numerous larger 
and smaller facilities are in operation, making it retrospectively very diffi cult to de-
termine which facilities were used, how intensively, and at what point in time. Apart 
from this information defi cit, it should also be borne in mind that complete exclu-
sion of all the municipalities in question will inevitably result in many non-public-
ly-directed migratory movements also being excluded from the analysis. For this 
reason, it is indeed questionable whether such fi ltering does in fact lead to better 
interpretability of the research fi ndings (Schlömer 2009: 32). 
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After the advantages and disadvantages had been weighed up, particularly 
anomalous migration data was excluded at the municipality-level. In a fi rst step, 
outfl ow rates (number of departures per 1,000 inhabitants) were calculated for all 
municipalities in the state of North Rhine-Westphalia as the basis for identifying out-
liers. In terms of internal migratory movements, municipalities containing actively 
used admission facilities generally have a conspicuously high number of people 
who have moved away. Outfl ow rates were determined separately based on nation-
ality (Germans and foreign nationals) for the 41 reporting years in the period under 
investigation. In a second step, appropriate threshold values were established for 
the classifi cation of outliers. Here it proved useful fi rst to sub-divide the dataset 
into three groups based on municipality size (fewer than 20,000 inhabitants, 20,000 
to less than 100,000 inhabitants, 100,000 and more inhabitants). The median of the 
outfl ow rates for the individual groups was then found in order to serve as a point 
of departure for determining the threshold values. If the outfl ow rate of a munici-
pality was a multiple of this average value, it was classifi ed as an outlier, and both 
the moves away from and the moves to the municipality in question were excluded 
from the data set. At the same time, intensive documentary research was conduct-
ed in order to obtain a detailed overview of the admission facilities in North Rhine-
Westphalia over the last four decades. The results of this research were used to 
validate the threshold values from the statistical derivation and to determine the 
multipliers that were fi nally used. 

The Infl uence of Publicly-Directed Migratory Movements 

For the greater part of the period under investigation, just a few municipalities were 
excluded from the analysis. These are municipalities that are known to have served 
for many years as the location of a large admission facility (e.g. Unna, Schöppingen 
and Hemer). In contrast, the reporting year 2015 has an exceptional status. After 
checking the migration data for 2015, a total of 16 municipalities were classifi ed 
as outliers – by far the highest number of all years under consideration. A sharp 
increase in the number of immigrating refugees and asylum-seekers created a need 
to expand the existing capacities in North Rhine-Westphalia to provide accommo-
dation for the newly arrived people (Ministerium für Inneres und Kommunales des 
Landes Nordrhein-Westfalen 2016). 

Publicly-directed migratory movements can considerably infl uence the pat-
terns of internal migration. Despite the moderate number of outlier municipalities, 
the excluded migration cases are remarkably large in some years (Fig. 2). Around 
98,000 migration cases of people with foreign nationality were excluded in 2015, 
which corresponds to almost 15 percent of all internal migrations in North Rhine-
Westphalia. During the period from 1988 to 1990 the number of excluded migration 
cases was similarly high. The causes of this can be traced back to the city of Unna, 
which was the location of a central state facility for resettlers, immigrants and for-
eign refugees at that time and registered an extremely high number of outfl ows to 
other municipalities in North Rhine-Westphalia. 
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Bearing in mind the objective of the data analysis, it is important to realise that 
the admission facilities are not evenly distributed over the state territory. The out-
lier municipalities tend to be of medium or small size and to be of above-average 
distance to a major centre. As a consequence, the infl uence of publicly-directed 
migration on migratory movements in North Rhine-Westphalia favours spatial con-
centration. Such effects can be substantial in years of high immigration. Indeed, in 
the late 1980s the inclusion or exclusion of migration cases determined whether the 
indicator values were positive or negative.

4 Presentation of the Findings 

The focus of this paper is the extent to which different phases of concentration 
and deconcentration can be identifi ed for North Rhine-Westphalia in the recent and 
more distant past on the basis of migratory movement data. Before going into the 
results of the data analysis, the relevance of internal migratory movements during 
the investigation period (1975-2015) is examined (Fig. 3). In the period under con-
sideration, the number of statistically recorded cases of migration within the state 
was around 532,000 persons per year on average. For comparison’s sake, Figure 3 
also includes the numbers of infl ows from other parts of Germany and from abroad 

Fig. 2: Publicly-directed migratory movements: number of excluded migration 
cases 1975-2015
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– and hence for all other migratory movements with destinations in North Rhine-
Westphalia. Over the entire period of the investigation, the volumes of the infl ows 
from other parts of Germany and from abroad turn out to be considerably lower, 
thereby underscoring the quantitative signifi cance of internal migration. 

With respect to the evolution of the volume of migration, it is not possible to 
identify a continuous trend toward more or less internal migration in the period 
under investigation. However, appreciable fl uctuations in the number of migratory 
movements occurred again and again. The clear increase of migratory movements 
within North Rhine-Westphalia at the end of the period under investigation, begin-
ning in 2013 at the latest, is particularly striking. What stands out here is that there 
was a sharp increase in infl ows from abroad at roughly the same time. Indeed, there 
are frequent references in the literature to the connections between international 
migratory movements and internal migration (e.g. Kemper 2003; Schlömer 2012). 

4.1 Phases of Concentration and Deconcentation 

After establishing the signifi cance and infl uence of publicly-directed migratory 
movements in the methodology section, the subsequent presentation of the fi nd-
ings focuses on the calculations without the municipalities that have been classifi ed 
as outliers. For each reporting year in the period under investigation, Figure 4 high-
lights how the internal migration changed the distance between place of residence 

Fig. 3: Migratory movements within NRW, infl ows from other parts of 
Germany to NRW, and infl ows from abroad to NRW 1975-2015

0

100,000

200,000

300,000

400,000

500,000

600,000

700,000

800,000

19
75

19
77

19
79

19
81

19
83

19
85

19
87

19
89

19
91

19
93

19
95

19
97

19
99

20
01

20
03

20
05

20
07

20
09

20
11

20
13

20
15

Year

Migratory movements within NRW

Inflows from other parts of Germany

Inflows from abroad to NRW

Number of migration cases

Source: own calculations based on Information and Technik Nordrhein-Westfalen (IT.
NRW) – Landesdatenbank NRW



•    Frank Osterhage144

and the nearest major centre. The values are calculated averages, since the sum of 
all the changes-in-distance has been placed in relation to the total number of inter-
nal migratory movements that took place in a given year. 

The bar chart makes strikingly clear that centrifugal forces were for a long time 
the predominant migratory movement in North Rhine-Westphalia. During the pe-
riod under investigation, there was uninterrupted spatial deconcentration up to and 
into the new century, which is expressed by values that lie clearly above the zero 
line. Despite fl uctuations between the individual values, three different phases can 
be identifi ed: Up until the middle of the 1980s, deconcentration processes remained 
at a relatively high level; they were then clearly attenuated for a few years, before 
new record levels were reached during the course of the 1990s.

For the fi rst time since the start of the period under investigation, however, 2005 
sees the start of a longer time segment in which overall migratory movements are 
more strongly directed toward the major centres. According to the measurement 
system used in this paper, this can be regarded as a phase of reurbanisation. Based 
on the values obtained, the spatial concentration is most pronounced in 2011. The 
distance between place of residence and the nearest major centre was reduced, 
on average, by 0.75 kilometres per case of migration in this year. Such a value is 
certainly signifi cant bearing in mind that the phenomenon of migration generally 

Fig. 4: Average change in distance to the nearest major centre between old 
and new place of residence: all migratory movements within NRW 
without outliers 1975-2015
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comprises a large number of individual movements in different directions. What 
are initially seemingly inconspicuous imbalances can, over a longer stretch of time, 
bring about considerable changes in the spatial structure. With respect to current 
debates, it is particularly interesting to note that the concentration processes have 
continually weakened again in recent years – and in 2015 the values even switched 
over to increasing distances. 

4.2 Findings for Different Age-Groups 

The data basis of IT.NRW that was used in this study distinguishes between six 
different age-groups. The divisions are based on life-cycle phases that are often 
employed in analyses of migration data in this or similar forms (e.g. Schlömer 2009): 
family migration of children and adolescents (0 to less than 18 years old), educa-
tional migration (18 to less than 25 years old), career-start migration (25 to less than 
30 years old), family migration of adults (30 to less than 50 years old), early phase 
of senior migration (50 to less than 65 years old), and late phase of senior migration 
(65 years old and more). 

The calculated values vary greatly for the different age-groups (Fig. 5). This is 
in keeping with the fi ndings of other studies on life-cycle migration. On the one 
hand, there is a tendency toward spatial deconcentration among the family migra-
tion groups (both age-groups) and the senior migrants (early and late phase) over 
the whole period under investigation. In contrast, the educational migration pattern 
is characterised by a pronounced tendency toward concentration. A change in the 
prevailing direction of migration can only be observed for one age-group, namely 
the 25 to less than 30 years olds: at the beginning of the period under investigation, 
the distances to the nearest major centre were still increasing for career-start migra-
tion. This remained the case until the second half of the 1990s, when a tendency to 
spatial concentration emerged. This tendency strengthened over many years and 
persists to this day. 

The variation in the intensity of the concentration and deconcentration process-
es in the case of the other age-groups is, however, also instructive. It is thus strik-
ing that although the orientation of educational migrants toward the centres was 
already pronounced, there was a further considerable increase after the turn of the 
century. In addition, as has often been emphasised in the literature, the temporary 
weakening of the centrifugal forces at work in family migration contributed to the 
reurbanisation trend that appeared in the last decade. This development was even 
more pronounced in the case of senior migrants. In the “65 years and older” group, 
the average distances to the nearest major centre are still growing more than in 
any other age-group. At the same time, however, this increase in distance has di-
minished to a particularly notable extent over the course of the last two decades. 
It is also surprising that the values for the entire period under investigation have 
changed the most for persons aged between 50 and less than 65 years. According 
to the calculations, the migration-related increase in distances has diminished for 
this age-group from decade to decade. 
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Fig. 5: Average change in distance to the nearest major centre between old 
and new place of residence: results by age group 1975-2015
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Concerning a possible end of reurbanisation, the detailed analysis allows us to 
ascertain that, in the case of most of the age-groups, at least a temporary peak of 
this trend has evidently been passed. In both of the family migration age-groups, 
there has been a strong return to outward migratory movements, and the indicator 
values are now at unprecedented levels in the new century. Furthermore, the orien-
tation of the career-starters toward the major centres has also noticeably decreased 
since 2012. 

4.3 Findings for Germans and Foreigners 

The data made available by IT.NRW from the migration statistics allows for differ-
entiation by nationality, whereby the two categories identifi ed are “Germans” and 
“Foreign nationals”. This differentiation is interesting because various publications 
presume that immigrants from abroad tend to move to western German urban ag-
glomerations or to the larger cities as soon as they can freely decide their place of 
residence (Worbs et al. 2005: 44; Berlin-Institut für Bevölkerung und Entwicklung 
2016: 65).

When analysed separately, it is in fact apparent that the values for people with 
German and foreign nationality differ considerably (Fig. 6). The tendency toward 
spatial concentration in migratory movements is clearly not a new phenomenon for 
the “foreign nationals” group. Since the beginning of the period under investiga-
tion, the calculated values have, for the most part, been negative, which signifi es a 
migration-related reduction of the distance to the nearest major centre. The result 
for all the reporting years in the period under consideration is an average value of 
-0.33 kilometres per case of migration. This confi rms the existing suppositions in 
the literature regarding a central orientation in the internal migratory movements 
of foreigners. On closer inspection, however, it is also notable that the centripetal 
forces have been continually losing their dominance since 2005. This observation 
could potentially be interpreted as convergence of the migratory behaviour among 
foreigners and Germans. In light of the extensive exclusion of outliers from the data 
set at the end of the period under investigation, such conclusions are, however, to 
be treated with some caution. 

Over many years, there are large differences in the picture of the migratory 
movements of Germans. Up until the middle of the last decade, centrifugal forces 
predominated for this group without exception. For the fi rst time in the period un-
der consideration, a phase of spatial concentration is then to be observed from 
2005 to 2013. Nonetheless, during the 41-year-long period under investigation, the 
distance to the nearest major centre increased on average by 0.54 kilometres with 
each move for German internal migrants. 
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4.4 Migratory Movements between Different Territorial Categories 

In order to better understand the concentration and deconcentration processes be-
hind the indicator values, the last part of the data analysis considers the migration 
fl ows between different territorial categories in North Rhine-Westphalia. Building 
on the previous analytical steps, the examination is based on four types of mu-
nicipalities with different distances to the nearest major centre. The major centres 
themselves constitute the fi rst category. The second and third types comprise mu-
nicipalities in the nearby or more distant surroundings: at distances of less than 
20 kilometres for category two and from 20 to less than 40 kilometres for category 
three. The fourth group consists of municipalities on the inner or outer periphery 
of the state that are located 40 or more kilometres from the nearest major centre. 

Figure 7 shows how the migration balances between these territorial categories 
have changed over the years. The reporting years 1994, 2011 and 2015 were chosen 
for the purposes of the presentation, bearing in mind the results discussed so far. 
They constitute distinctive high points in spatial concentration or deconcentration 
phases that were identifi ed in the data analysis. Migratory movements in 1994 are 
characterised by extensive deconcentration processes that affected all the relations 
between the types of municipalities. In particular, larger migration losses vis-à-vis 
the next less centrally-located territorial category emerged in a cascade-like pat-

Fig. 6: Average change in distance to the nearest major centre between old 
and new place of residence: results by nationality 1975-2015
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Fig. 7: Spatial patterns of migration between different territorial categories in 
North Rhine-Westphalia 1994, 2011 and 2015
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tern. In this sense, the substantial losses of the major centres in favour of the munic-
ipalities in the nearby surrounding area are striking. But the intensity of emigration 
to the more peripherally-located areas from the other categories is also notable. 

Overall, there is a less one-sided pattern of migration in 2011, which represents 
the peak year of the recent reurbanisation phase. The analysis of the migration fl ows 
makes clear that the spatial concentration in this phase is predominantly the result 
of extensive migratory gains by the major centres at the expense of municipalities in 
the more distant surrounding areas or on the margins of North Rhine-Westphalia. At 
the same time, there are ongoing migration losses in favour of surrounding munici-
palities in the immediate vicinity of the centres – albeit at a comparatively low level. 

Just a short time later, in 2015, the balances between the different territorial cate-
gories have again changed considerably. Residential suburbanisation has clearly in-
creased, with stronger migratory movements from the major centres to the nearby 
surroundings observable. It can be assumed that the main reason behind this shift is 
the increasingly tense situation on the housing markets in many core cities – and not 
diminishing interest in urban living. Furthermore, the migration gains of the major 
centres at the expense of the other parts of the state have also weakened, which can 
be interpreted as normalisation of the spatial migration patterns. Overall, the mu-
nicipalities in the “nearby surrounding area” category exhibit the most favourable 
internal migration balance in 2015. 

5 Conclusion and Discussion 

The study presented in this paper is based on the idea of determining the change 
in distance to the nearest major centre that results from migratory movements, 
and developing an indicator of spatial development trends from this. Based on the 
indicator values, it is possible to identify different phases of spatial concentration 
and deconcentration. In light of the current state of research, the fi ndings can be 
regarded as plausible and instructive. 

Thus, the phenomenon of reurbanisation, which has been intensively discussed 
in recent years, is also clearly apparent in the migratory movements in North Rhine-
Westphalia. Between 2005 and 2014, there was a persistent tendency toward spatial 
concentration, which was unique in the more than four decades under investiga-
tion. Moreover, this phase of concentration is also manifest if only German nation-
als are included in the analysis. Based on the measurement approach employed 
here, which is deliberately directed only toward internal state migration, the reur-
banisation trend was most pronounced in 2011. Weakening of the spatial concentra-
tion then followed for several years in a row until 2015 when the centrifugal forces 
among the migratory movements came to predominate again. In the case of certain 
subgroups – such as both family migration age-groups – the renewed shift in the 
trend began even earlier. Further analysis reveals migratory losses from the major 
centres in favour of the nearby surroundings and shows that the current develop-
ment goes hand-in-hand with strengthening residential suburbanisation. It can also 



The End of Reurbanisation?    • 151

be observed that the migratory gains of the major centres vis-à-vis the more periph-
erally-located regions have recently resumed at a lower level. 

The treatment of publicly-directed migratory movements – such as the accom-
modation in North Rhine-Westphalia of refugees and asylum-seekers who have re-
cently immigrated from abroad – is of great signifi cance for the results of the inves-
tigation at the end of the period under consideration. More specifi cally, the renewed 
shift toward spatial deconcentration is only apparent if the particularly anomalous 
migration statistics for certain municipalities are excluded from the data analysis. 
Nonetheless, in light of the numbers presented here, it is clear that the (temporary) 
peak of the reurbanisation phase has already passed and that the relative impor-
tance of the forces in migratory movements has shifted noticeably in recent years. 

Considering the complexity of migratory movements and of the population de-
velopment as a whole, the simultaneity of processes of reurbanisation and subur-
banisation – of spatial concentration and deconcentration – has been repeatedly 
underscored in the literature (e.g. Milbert 2017; Hesse 2010; Hirschle/Schürt 2008). 
This is already correct due to the simple fact that migration balances as well as other 
aggregate indices are composed of a large number of migratory movements in dif-
ferent directions. In addition, there are considerable differences in migratory behav-
iour and the resulting spatial development trends if individual population groups or 
areas of investigation are considered. This became apparent in the present study 
when the results were differentiated by age-group or by nationality. Nonetheless, 
based on an overview of all migratory movements, the “change in distance from 
major centre per case of migration” indicator provides a reliable gauge of the extent 
to which centrifugal or centripetal forces predominate in migration fl ows in a given 
area at a given time. 

Finally, is it now possible – to return to the title of this paper – to speak of the 
“end of reurbanisation”? Recently, the tendency in migratory movements in North 
Rhine-Westphalia has in fact shifted again towards spatial deconcentration. It can be 
shown that the overall NRW-wide internal migratory movements are no longer con-
tributing to a reurbanisation trend. To assess this fi nding correctly, various points 
have to be kept in mind. The indicator used allows us to include all migratory move-
ments within the boundaries of the state and to summarise the spatial orientation 
of those migrating in a single value. However, migration over the borders of North 
Rhine-Westphalia or of Germany is not considered. The recent preponderance of 
centrifugal forces thus applies only to internal migrations within the state and will 
probably be relativised if other migratory movements are taken into account. Wor-
thy of particular mention here are the high number of infl ows from abroad that have 
substantially infl uenced migratory movements in recent years. In addition, it is im-
portant to reiterate that this is an analytical-quantitative study involving a specifi c 
investigative approach. This approach has been chosen in the awareness that the 
rich debate concerning reurbanisation also includes many other facets. 

In conclusion, it can be noted that the analysis of migratory movements pro-
vides informative fi ndings for the study of trends in spatial development and the 
phenomenon of reurbanisation. There are three main aspects that should constitute 
essential elements of further research in this fi eld: 
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• Firstly, giving greater attention to different types of migration (local migra-
tion, long-distance migration, international migration) and how they interact 
promotes our understanding of demographic development. It is thus worth-
while exploring changes over time in detail and thereby revealing the back-
grounds to shifts in population development trends. 

• Secondly, city region case studies represent important building blocks of mi-
gration research. Closer understanding of the causal interrelationships can 
be derived by placing the observable migratory movements in relation to 
local conditions. This is particularly the case when the study design calls for 
comparison between different regions. 

• Thirdly, the analysis of migration data should be supplemented by surveys 
of migrated households. Regular trend or panel studies hold especially great 
potential here. They would permit us to draw conclusions about possible 
changes in the motives for migration, which in turn would promise deeper 
insights into the causes behind the spatial development trends. 
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