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Abstract: Migration is often viewed as a way to enhance occupational careers. 
However, particularly in Mediterranean countries, labour market outcomes may 
also depend on local family resources. We investigate how men’s and women’s 
labour market outcomes differ between (1) those who migrated and those who did 
not; and (2) those who live close to family and those who live farther away. Our 
main contributions are the investigation of the association between migration and 
labour market outcomes in a different context than the more commonly studied 
Northern and Western European countries and the United States, and of the role of 
living close to family in labour market outcomes. We used a sample of labour market 
participants from the “Attitudes and Expectations About Mobility” survey, conducted 
in Spain in 2019. Our results show that the likelihood of being a professional is 
greater for women who migrated than for those who did not, and that the likelihood 
of being unemployed or in a temporary job is lower for women who live close to 
family than for those who do not, but neither association was found for men. The 
fi nding for living close to family is in line with the notion that nearby family may 
protect women in particular from precarious labour market positions. The fi nding 
for migration differs from previous fi ndings for Northern and Western Europe and 
the United States, which indicate that migration is benefi cial to men in particular. 
This difference might be specifi c to a low-migration context, but data limitations 
prevent fi rm conclusions.

Keywords: Migration · Family relationships · Distance to family · Socio-economic 
status · Unemployment · Spain

Comparative Population Studies
Vol. 47 (2022): 3-28 (Date of release: 10.01.2022)

Federal Institute for Population Research 2022 URL: www.comparativepopulationstudies.de
      DOI: https://doi.org/10.12765/CPoS-2022-01
      URN: urn:nbn:de:bib-cpos-2022-01en2
    



•    Clara H. Mulder, Isabel Palomares-Linares, Sergi Vidal4

1 Introduction 

According to the classical human capital model of migration introduced by Sjaastad 
(1962), internal migration (defi ned as long-distance relocation within countries) 
is usually undertaken as an investment in human capital or the returns on it, and 
thus helps enhance occupational careers. Yet positive labour market outcomes of 
migration are by no means universal. Positive outcomes have been found for men 
(e.g. Böheim/Taylor 2007), and Faggian et al. (2007) have suggested that high rates 
of migration among female university graduates might have to do with specifi c 
benefi ts of migration for young women. However, studies from the family migration 
literature have shown negative outcomes for partnered women (Cooke 2003), if only 
in the short run (Clark/Davies Withers 2002). In the longer run, having a history of 
migration tends to be associated with better occupational achievement for men, 
but not for women (Mulder/Van Ham 2005). Furthermore, positive labour market 
outcomes from migration are mainly found for those with high levels of education 
(Korpi/Clark 2015).

The reason for a move also matters. Labour market outcomes in Britain were 
more positive for those whose motives were related to work than for those who 
reported other motives (Böheim/Taylor 2007). Among employed migrants in 
Sweden, those who migrated for family reasons were considerably more likely to 
experience a deterioration in labour market outcomes after the move than those 
who moved for work or for other reasons. By contrast, among those who were 
unemployed before the move, those who moved for family reasons were more likely 
to be employed afterwards than those who moved for other reasons (Gillespie et 
al. 2021). These fi ndings suggest a complex role of migration for family reasons and 
labour-market outcomes: Whereas for employed individuals, migrating for family 
tends to be associated with sacrifi ces in the labour market career; for those who are 
unemployed, migration for family seems to be benefi cial, possibly because family 
can be a social resource for fi nding work.

Depending on the social and welfare state context, family as a social resource 
might indeed be crucial for labour market outcomes – possibly as important as 
migration. In certain contexts, such as Northern and Western Europe and the 
United States, migration is seen as a prime way of improving one’s chances on the 
labour market. In others, such as the Mediterranean countries, where family ties are 
stronger (Reher 1998) and family plays an important part in welfare provision (Arts/
Gelissen 2002; Esping-Andersen 1999; Flaquer 2000), people may primarily use 
their local social resources to advance occupationally. For example, in Spain, the 
majority of young adults found their jobs through family in the early 1990s (Mendras 
1997), and for the Madrid region in 2013, it was found that family and friends were the 
most effective way of fi nding a job (Alva et al. 2017). Also in Spain, family support 
plays a prominent role in achieving labour and residential independence and works 
as a resource in situations of labour market vulnerability (Fuster et al. 2020) and 
therefore might be limiting mobility of kin. Indeed, some authors have linked the low 
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internal migration rates in Spain to this need for family support, particularly among 
households with children (Méndez 2015; Recaño Valverde 2015).

In this article, we explore the roles of lifetime migration and local family ties 
in men’s and women’s labour market outcomes in Spain. We address how labour 
market outcomes differ between (1) those who never moved from their “home 
surroundings”, those who returned there, those who moved within the region, and 
those who migrated to another region; and (2) those who live close to their family 
and those who live farther away.1 Our contributions to the literature are twofold. 
First, we address the association between labour market outcomes and migration 
in a Mediterranean country, where this association could well be different from 
Northern and Western Europe and the United States. Second, we address the 
association between labour market outcomes and geographical proximity to family, 
which has rarely been studied.

We use the “Attitudes and Expectations about Mobility” survey, conducted in 
2019. We perform multinomial logistic regression analyses of two labour market 
outcomes: the likelihood of being a professional or a manager versus holding a 
different occupation (indicating high socio-economic status), and the likelihood 
of being unemployed or having a temporary job versus being employed in a 
permanent position (indicating a precarious labour market position). Our data have 
important limitations, mainly in comparison with available data for other countries. 
Most importantly, the data are cross-sectional. They contain some retrospective 
information on migration histories – a comparison between current place of 
residence and the area where the respondent grew up, also including information 
about return moves – but no retrospective information at all on other life-course 
trajectories. We therefore cannot make causal claims. However, the data offer a 
unique opportunity to study labour-market outcomes in the Spanish context, in 
relation not only to migration but also to living close to family.

2 Theoretical and research background

To arrive at our hypotheses, we employ two general frameworks: the human 
capital model and family as a social resource. For each hypothesis we draw on a 
combination of general theoretical arguments and arguments specifi c to Spain or 
Mediterranean countries. We also refl ect on gender differences – and on differences 
between women with and without a partner – and issues of self-selection.

2.1 Human capital theory: migration and occupational achievement

Migration has been identifi ed as instrumental behaviour – it is a means to achieve 
a goal in a different life course domain (Willekens 1991). The human capital model 

1 The actual question in the survey asks whether the respondents live close to family and friends 
(see Section 3).
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of migration (Korpi/Clark 2015; Sjaastad 1962) supposes that this goal is to make 
an investment, either in acquiring human capital (migration for education) or in 
improving the returns on human capital that has already been acquired (migration for 
work). Under the assumption that the investment in migration indeed pays off, one 
would expect a higher socio-economic status and a lesser chance of a precarious 
labour market position among those who have migrated than among those who 
have not. Furthermore, specialised jobs tend to be concentrated in specifi c areas 
and are thus more likely to require migration. From these general ideas we derive 
the hypothesis that those who have migrated are more likely to be a professional or 
manager and are less likely to be unemployed or in a temporary job than those who 
have not migrated (Hypothesis 1). 

Spain has one of the lowest internal migration rates in Europe, despite the large 
employment and income differentials across regions (Lindley et al. 2002; Adalet 
McGowan/San Millan 2019) and despite the fi nding that aggregated patterns of 
interregional migration are responsive to regional economic differentials (Mulhern/
Watson 2009; Clemente et al. 2016; Melguizo/Royuela 2020). Research on migration 
that includes factors on the individual and household levels emphasise the role 
of home ownership (Palomares-Linares/Van Ham 2020) and reliance on informal 
support from the extended family as prominent factors restricting interregional 
migration, particularly among family households (Recaño Valverde 2015). Recent 
research also shows a positive selection of interregional migrants on education 
and occupational skills (González-Leonardo et al. 2020), particularly among those 
moving to large cities (De la Roca 2017; De la Roca/Puga 2017; Sánchez-Moral et 
al. 2018). 

In the Spanish context, there are particular reasons to expect a less benefi cial 
role of migration for being a manager than for being a professional. This is because 
many managers work in family businesses. Family businesses are prominent in 
the Spanish economy, and provide almost 70 percent of the jobs in the private 
sector (Casillas-Bueno et al. 2015). A majority of these family businesses are small 
and medium-sized enterprises, performing locally-based activities. As Casillas et 
al. (2015) have shown, ownership of these businesses is often transmitted from 
one generation to the next, hence, there are strong incentives for directors and 
managers in family businesses to stay close to family in the local area. 

2.2 Human capital theory: “free location choice”

From the human capital framework, we also derive the idea that occupational 
achievement is served best by “free” location choice, that is, location choice 
independent of the locations of social network members. The fewer constraints 
there are on location choice, the greater the potential search area for jobs, and thus 
the greater the likelihood of fi nding the best possible job. Those who live close to 
family may not have migrated to remain close to these network members. 

Family may constrain migration in general, but possibly even more so in the 
family-oriented Spanish context. Indeed, employing data from the same survey 
among the Spanish labour force as we do, Vidal (2020) found that 33 percent of 
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the respondents mentioned family as a main constraint to migration. If those living 
close to family migrated, they may have done so to be close to family who lived far 
away – and thus may have been constrained in their choice of migration destination. 
Given this idea of free location choice, we hypothesise that those who live close 
to family are less likely to be a professional or manager, and are more likely to 
be unemployed or in a temporary job than those who do not live close to family 
(Hypothesis 2a).

Because of the prominence of family businesses in Spain (see Section 2.1), we 
can specify Hypothesis 2a to expect a less negative association between living 
close to family and being a manager than between living close to family and being 
a professional.

2.3 Family as a social resource

Besides potentially constraining migration and location choice, local ties to family 
can also be benefi cial to occupational achievement. Family may form a social 
resource that helps fi nds better jobs or facilitates greater engagement in the labour 
market. Relatives may also directly offer jobs, for example in a family business. Social 
resources often improve the chances of attaining better socio-economic status 
(Chen/Volker 2016; Lin 1999). Family members who live nearby may also help out 
with childcare, thus enhancing mothers’ labour force attachment (Compton/Pollak 
2014). The idea that family forms a local social resource that enhances occupational 
achievement leads to an alternative hypothesis to Hypothesis 2a, which states the 
opposite: Those who live close to family are more likely to be a professional or 
manager and are less likely to be unemployed or in a temporary job than those who 
do not live close to family (Hypothesis 2b). Given Gillespie, Mulder and Thomas’s 
(2021) fi nding that, in Sweden, migration for family reasons was associated with a 
higher likelihood of becoming employed for those who were unemployed before 
the move,  we might expect a role of living close to family for unemployment in 
particular. 

Family members may perform a social resource function in a particularly 
pronounced way in Mediterranean countries such as Spain, which are characterised 
by strong family ties and a strong role of family in welfare provision. As Hank 
and Buber (2009) demonstrated, grandparents in Mediterranean countries were 
considerably more likely to provide regular childcare support than those in Northern 
and Western Europe. Moreover, in other studies focused on young adult populations, 
Luetzelberger’s (2015) and Fuster et al.’s (2020) fi ndings indeed suggest that young 
adults expect a greater role of family in economic success in Southern European 
than Northern European countries, and thus prefer remaining close to their families. 
In the early 1990s, 61 percent of Spanish young adults found a job through family 
– in stark contrast with Dutch (18 percent) and German (21 percent) young adults, 
for example (Mendras 1997: 171). In a similar vein, Alva, Escot Mangas, Fernández 
Cornejo and Cáceres Ruiz (2017) found that family and friends were an effective 
route to fi nd jobs in the Madrid region in 2013, particularly among women, youth 
(<30 years), older people (>45 years), and less educated workers. In accordance 
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with the prominent role of family businesses in the Spanish economy, family 
relationships are relevant factors for obtaining temporary or permanent positions 
in family fi rms (Casillas-Bueno et al. 2015). Thus, in the Spanish context there are 
not only arguments for expecting a weaker role of family as a constraint for being a 
manager than a professional (Hypothesis 2a), but also for a particularly strong role 
of family as a social resource for being a manager (the alternative, Hypothesis 2b).

2.4 Gender differences

Because of gendered socialisation patterns and a tendency for women to partner 
with men who are a few years older, the location choices of two-gender couples 
tend to be dominated by the male partner. At the time of union formation, women 
are more likely to migrate to start coresidence than men (Brandén/Haandrikman 
2019; but see Krapf et al. 2021 who did not fi nd a gender difference). They were 
also found to be more likely to migrate at the time of marriage than men (Mulder/
Wagner 1993) and to accompany their partner as a “tied mover” (Cooke 2003). 
Indeed, as Bielby and Bielby (1992) posited, gender-role beliefs could lead couples 
to be less willing to move for the female partner’s than for the male partner’s career. 
One would therefore expect women’s careers to benefi t less from migration than 
men’s (Mulder/Van Ham 2005), particularly if they have a partner (Cooke 2003). 
Consequently, we have less reason to expect support for the idea that migration 
is benefi cial to occupational achievement, and thus for Hypothesis 1, for women 
than for men. Naturally, this lesser benefi t from migration would hold particularly 
for women who lived with a partner at the time of their migration decision. Within 
the category of partnered women, it would hold particularly for mothers (Cooke 
2001). Unfortunately, data limitations prohibit us from distinguishing between 
respondents with and without partners or children when investigating associations 
between migration and labour market outcomes. 

Another reason for expecting a weaker positive association between migration 
and occupational achievement for women than men is that women are more likely 
to migrate for family reasons than men (Gillespie/Mulder 2020), and that migration 
for family reasons tends to be associated with worse labour market outcomes than 
migration for work and other reasons (Gillespie et al. 2021).

For unpartnered women, a counter-argument has been put forward: Faggian, 
McCann and Sheppard (2007) have suggested that young, highly educated women 
– who are generally unpartnered – might use migration to compensate for gender 
biases in the labour market. Again, the data unfortunately do not allow us to explore 
differences between partnered and unpartnered respondents in the associations 
between migration and labour market outcomes.

Whereas having migrated could be more benefi cial for men than women, the 
opposite could be true of living close to family. Family ties tend to be more important 
to women than men (Rossi/Rossi 1990) and women tend to provide more family 
care than men (Patterson/Margolis 2019). Particularly in the Spanish context, where 
public childcare is not abundant and women take up more childcare responsibilities 
than men (Moreno Mínguez 2010), women could also benefi t more from family help 
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with childcare. This would lead us to have more reason to expect Hypothesis 2a to 
be supported for women than for men. However, men could be favoured in taking 
over a family business or farm (Rodríguez-Modroño et al. 2017), which could lead to 
the opposite fi nding.

2.5 The self-selection of migrants and those living close to family

Importantly, it should be noted that both those who migrate and those who live 
close to family could self-select into these behaviours. It has indeed been argued 
that those who migrate are a self-selected category of the population: migrants and 
non-migrants differ in ways that are systematically related to their labour market 
position (e.g. Cooke/Bailey 1996). For example, those who migrate to fi nd a job 
may be a selective category who attach particular importance to their careers and 
would have good chances to fi nd an appealing job even without migrating. Those 
in professional occupations may also be more likely to migrate because they expect 
migration to be benefi cial to further career advancement. Those currently living 
close to family may also be self-selected. For example, many of them may expect 
to rely on family for jobs. Because our data are cross-sectional, we have no way to 
correct for such self-selection. We therefore refrain from making causal claims. 

2.6 Other factors associated with labour market outcomes

Naturally, we need to account for other individual characteristics known to be 
associated with labour market outcomes. Our data allow us to account for age and 
level of education, as well as for differences between Spain’s regions. We expect 
the likelihood of holding professional and managerial occupations to increase in the 
course of labour market careers and thus with age, and possibly to decrease again 
at older ages (owing to a cohort effect, for example). Likewise, unemployment and 
temporary jobs will be most prevalent at young ages. This will be particularly true 
for Spain, where youth unemployment rates are among the highest in Europe and 
where young adults face many obstacles to fi nding a permanent job. 

Those with higher levels of education should be more likely to be a professional, 
and possibly also a manager. However, in the family businesses that dominate the 
Spanish labour market, level of education may not be very important for business 
ownership. Castillas et al.’s (2015) fi ndings suggest that in these family businesses, 
succession is a matter of kinship rather than level of education, and thus prospective 
managers of small businesses might not fi nd formal professional training necessary. 
For others, especially women and young adult kin, family fi rms could offer formal 
and informal temporary jobs to learn on the job, either to prepare for work within 
the family fi rm or to gain professional experience useful for a career outside the fi rm 
(Rodríguez-Modroño et al. 2017). 

We can also expect regional differences. Regions more dependent on 
the agricultural sector, as the Southern and Eastern regions (e.g. Andalucía, 
Extremadura, Murcia), have high and persistent levels of unemployment and 
temporary employment (Jimeno/Bentolila 1998; Palomares-Linares/Van Ham 2020). 
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Thus, we expect living in these regions to be associated with a higher likelihood 
of being unemployed or having a temporary job than other regions. Furthermore, 
owing to processes of geographical concentration and the polarisation of human 
capital that have taken place in Spain (Sánchez-Moral et al. 2018; González-Leonardo 
et al. 2020), professional job opportunities are concentrated in large urban areas, 
particularly in the metropolitan areas of Madrid and Barcelona. These areas also 
feature the best employment indicators, have more occupational opportunities, 
and have attracted a large share of interregional migrants in recent decades. 
These are also more prosperous than other areas, with lower unemployment. The 
attractiveness of the large metropolitan areas has increased further after the Great 
Recession of 2008-2013, as their productive sector was less severely affected by 
the economic crisis (Hierro et al. 2019). Thus, we expect  living in these metropolitan 
areas to be associated with a higher likelihood of being a professional than living in 
other regions, and a lower likelihood of being unemployed or having a temporary 
job. 

To tap into life-course stage, we also account for whether the respondents share 
their households with a partner, a child, or a parent. 

3 Data and methods

3.1 Dataset and analytical sample

The data were derived from the online survey “Attitudes and Expectations about 
Mobility” (N = 4,008), conducted in Spain in 2019 (Vidal/Busqueta 2020). The main 
objective of the survey was to shed light on mobility decision-making processes. The 
emphasis was on future mobility – measured as whether respondents considered 
or planned moving outside their place of residence – and mobility responses to 
hypothetical job offers with experimentally manipulated conditions. Fortunately, a 
question about mobility histories was also asked. Uniquely among the data sources 
typically used to study mobility in Spain, the survey also contains a question on the 
geographical proximity of family and friends.2

The information about mobility histories is limited; the timing of migrations is 
unknown. Furthermore, the data do not contain retrospective information about 
other factors that might infl uence labour market outcomes or that might mediate 
the relationship between migration history and labour market outcomes. This is 
unfortunate, because it implies we cannot make causal claims. Furthermore, 
interpreting fi ndings for the association between migration history and labour 

2 Another dataset containing information about migration, as well as a measure of whether 
parents live close by, is the two-wave survey “Job mobilities and family lives in Europe” (https://
www.bib.bund.de/EN/Research/Surveys/JobMob/Job-Mobilities-and-Family-Lives.html). This 
survey was conducted in several European countries including Spain. However, the sample size 
for Spain is too small to perform analyses similar to ours – 1,133, with only 537 respondents 
retained in the second wave. 
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market outcomes from separate analyses for those with and without partners or 
children, or interaction effects between migration history and whether respondents 
have a partner or children in the household, would be highly problematic. 

The target population consisted of individuals aged 18-55, residing in Spain, 
and in the labour force (either employed or unemployed but available in the labour 
market). The sample was stratifi ed by region (8 regions), age group (18-24; 25-
39; 40-55 years), and sex, and was obtained via quota sampling. The data were 
collected in October 2019 through computer-assisted web interviews (CAWI) lasting 
a maximum of 15 minutes, by means of a structured questionnaire. 

There are typically some disadvantages of online surveys compared with 
traditional surveys, in the sense of obtaining representative samples. First of all, 
online surveys only cover the population with access to the internet. Although 
access to and use of the internet is not universal in Spain, the degree of internet 
penetration was over 90 percent in 2019 (INE 2019). Bias owing to the lack of 
internet access is also less of an issue for our target population of labour market 
participants, because internet access is more common among these than among 
older and disadvantaged populations. There are further concerns on sample 
selection due to the diffi culty of establishing a sampling frame. To minimise the 
issue of self-selection, respondents in our sample were selected randomly, within 
strata, from several pools of pre-recruited online panellists. Furthermore, overall 
response rates in online surveys are typically lower than for surveys relying on face-
to-face interviews, which is also the case in our survey with an overall response 
rate of 12 percent. To assess the representativeness of our sample, we compared 
it to the sample of the third quarter of 2019 in the Spanish Labour Force Survey. 
The results showed no relevant divergences in sample composition with regard 
to socio-demographic characteristics, level of education, or employment situation 
(see Appendix, table A1). 

For the analytical sample, we excluded those who were born outside Spain 
and at the same time reported that they spent most of their childhood abroad (276 
respondents), as well as those in the military (22 after the previous step). After 
these selections, our target sample comprised 3,710 respondents. Of these, 93 
(or 2.5 percent) were excluded because of missing values. This resulted in a fi nal 
analytical sample of 3,617 respondents: 1,851 men and 1,766 women.

3.2 Dependent variables 

We measured the socio-economic status of the respondents’ occupation (either 
in the current job, or in a job before current unemployment) in three categories: 
professional occupations, managerial occupations, and other occupations 
(reference category). The original variable for occupation had eleven categories 
(“military workers” among them; we excluded this category), based on the Spanish 
national classifi cation of occupations (INE 2012). These categories indicate the 
economic sector in which people are working if they do not have managerial tasks 
(e.g. agriculture, care, administrative work, commerce), with separate categories 
for middle managers and managers/directors regardless of sector. Using a status 
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or prestige scale was not feasible; this would have required a fi ner-grained 
measure. The answer category we use for professional occupations was worded 
as “professional or technical (without staff in your charge)”. Although in the original 
variable a distinction was made between middle managers on the one hand and 
managers/directors on the other, there were too few managers/directors in the data 
to retain this distinction in the analyses. It should be borne in mind that some of those 
reporting to be a manager might be owners of small and/or marginal businesses. 
Managers of family businesses cannot be distinguished from other managers.

Our dependent variable for precarious labour market positions was also 
measured in three categories: unemployed, holding a temporary job, and 
employed in a permanent position (including self-employed and those helping in 
a family business). Spain is one of the European countries with the highest levels 
of temporary employment, particularly since a deregulation of the labour market 
introduced in 1984 (Polavieja 2003; Ibañez 2011). Although the precariousness 
of temporary employment is less clear in the professional and creative sectors, 
temporary workers in Spain are less protected than permanent workers and thus 
fi nd themselves in a more vulnerable labour situation. According to Polavieja 
(2003), temporary employment has become increasingly precarious as it grew in 
prevalence. In contrast, the level of part-time employment – which is also associated 
to labour precariousness – is one of the lowest in Europe (Ibañez 2011; OECD 2021). 
Unfortunately, our data do not contain information about part-time jobs.

3.3 Independent and stratifying variables 

The variable indicating migration histories was derived from the responses to the 
question “Do you currently live in the place where you were born?”. If respondents 
spent most of their childhood in another place than where they were born, they 
were asked to think of the that other place. They were also asked to regard “place” 
as the place and its surroundings; usually a rather small area. The original answer 
categories were “Yes, and I have always lived here”, “Yes, and I have returned here”, 
“No, but I live in the same region”, “No, I live in a different region” and “No, I live 
in a different country”. No information is available on the timing of the moves. We 
only regard those who moved and live in a different region (or country – but this is 
rare because of our exclusion criteria) as having migrated. For those who reported 
that they returned to their place of origin, we cannot determine whether they are 
return migrants or non-migrants who moved within the region and moved back. The 
categorisation we used has four categories: did not move from the place of origin 
(reference category), returned to place of origin (among whom return migrants), 
moved within the region, and migrated. 

Living close to family or not was measured with a dummy variable indicating 
whether all or most family members and friends lived in the surroundings, as 
opposed to all other situations (including a small number of cases in which 
respondents reported not having any contact with family or friends). Ideally, the 
measure would only cover family, or separate out family and friends, but the data do 
not provide such measures. However, if respondents report that all or most family 
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and friends live close by, as opposed to all or most of them living elsewhere, it 
seems likely that this also holds for family without taking friends into account – with 
the possible exception of respondents without a family or those who have only few 
family members. We therefore think a measure for living close to family and friends 
is a reasonable proxy for living close to family. 

Gender was used as a stratifying variable. Age was measured in years; we also 
include age squared to account for non-linearity in the associations between age 
and labour market outcomes, for example owing to differences between birth 
cohorts. We used four categories for highest completed level of education: less than 
high school (reference category), high school, vocational education, and university. 
We use three dummies to measure whether respondents have a partner, one or 
more children, or a parent in the household. To account for regional differences, we 
distinguish between three areas showing large variation in labour market dynamics. 
First, we group the Eastern and Southern regions of Spain together (reference), as 
they feature higher unemployment and fi xed-time employment, in part due to the 
high seasonality of important employment sectors. Second, we group the Northern 
and Central regions together, as they arguably feature lower job precariousness 
than the Eastern and Southern regions. Finally, we use a separate category for the 
metropolitan areas of Madrid and Barcelona.

3.4 Analytical strategy

We present results of separate multinomial logistic regression models for men 
and women for each of the two dependent variables. To test whether the gender 
differences were statistically signifi cant, we also estimated pooled models with 
interaction terms between gender and the main independent variables. We report 
the p-values for these interaction terms. 

We also performed several sensitivity analyses. Although the two main 
independent variables – migration and living close to family – are not highly collinear, 
they are associated with each other (see Appendix, Table A2). We therefore not 
only estimated models with both variables included, but also with each of them 
separately. The results were robust to these different specifi cations. Furthermore, 
because younger respondents entered the labour market in different times than 
older respondents, and migrated relatively recently whereas older respondents 
might have migrated a long time ago, we also ran separate models for those aged 
18-34 and those aged 35-55. Naturally, the standard errors for these models were 
larger than for the models we present, but the substantive fi ndings were similar. 

Descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1 for men and Table 2 for women. 
The tables also presents cross-tabulations of the independent variables with the 
dependent variables.
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4 Results

4.1 Migration history and labour-market outcomes

For being a professional or manager rather than not having such an occupation, 
the results for the main independent variable “migration history” are quite different 
for men and women (Table 3). For men, there is very little evidence of a positive 
association between having migrated and this labour market outcome, and thus, 
Hypothesis 1 (according to which we expected those who had migrated to be more 
likely to be a professional or manager than those who had not migrated) is not 

Tab. 1: Descriptive statistics, men (N = 1851)

n % Professional Manager Unemployed Temporary

Precarious position: no 1449 78.3
Unemployed 165 8.9
Temporary 237 12.8

Socio-economic status: Other 922 49.8
Professional 403 21.8
Manager 526 28.4

Partner in household: no 597 32.3 21.8 17.6 20.1 17.4
Yes 1254 67.8 21.8 33.6 3.6 10.6

Child(ren) in household: no 858 46.4 23.4 17.7 16.4 18.8
Yes 993 53.7 20.3 37.7 2.4 7.7

Parent in household: no 1528 82.6 22.2 31.3 5.7 10.9
Yes 323 17.5 19.8 14.9 24.2 22.0

Migration history: Did not 
move 1133 61.2 20.8 26.9 8.3 13.2

Returned 185 10.0 27.0 30.8 11.9 12.4
Moved within region 259 14.0 25.5 28.2 7.3 13.1
Migrated 274 14.8 18.6 33.2 11.0 11.0

Close to family: No 492 26.6 24.0 27.2 10.8 12.0
Yes 1359 73.4 21.0 28.8 8.2 13.1

Education: Up to compulsory 206 11.1 15.5 12.1 24.8 18.9
High school 282 15.2 14.5 16.0 8.2 15.6
Vocational 528 28.5 25.0 23.3 9.9 12.3
University 835 45.1 23.7 39.9 4.7 10.7

Region: South-East 781 42.2 20.0 27.5 10.9 15.5
North-Central 594 32.1 21.4 26.6 8.1 12.0
Metropolitan 476 25.7 25.2 32.1 6.7 9.5

Age (mean, standard
deviation) 38.2 9.71    

Note: n = absolute number of respondents, % = column percentage of respondents 
in category. The remaining columns show row percentages in the categories of the 
dependent variables (professional/manager and unemployed/temporary, reference 
categories omitted).
Source: Survey “Attitudes and Expectations about Mobility”, authors' calculations



Internal Migration, Living Close to Family, and Individual Labour Market Outcomes in Spain    • 15

supported. Most of the parameters for being a professional, and all of those for 
being a manager or director, are rather small and statistically non-signifi cant. Having 
migrated (or having made a short-distance move) and then returned is positively 
and signifi cantly associated with being a professional, which forms some indication 
that moving could be benefi cial to men’s socio-economic status – but apparently 
only when such a move is followed by a return move (see Hunt 2004, on the mix 
of successful and less successful return migrants). For women’s professional 
occupations, the fi ndings are more in line with Hypothesis 1: Having migrated is 
positively associated with holding such occupations. For women’s managerial 
occupations, we do not fi nd evidence that migration histories play a role.

Tab. 2: Descriptive statistics, women (N = 1766)

n % Professional Manager Unemployed Temporary

Precarious position: no 1163 65.9
Unemployed 269 15.2
Temporary 334 18.9

Socio-economic status: Other 1134 64.2
Professional 354 20.1
Manager 278 15.7

Partner in household: no 602 34.1 23.4 10.6 19.9 24.8
Yes 1164 65.9 18.3 18.4 12.8 15.9

Child(ren) in household: no 851 48.2 23.5 11.4 18.6 23.9
Yes 915 51.8 16.8 19.8 12.1 14.3

Parent in household: no 1426 80.8 18.9 17.2 13.1 16.7
Yes 340 19.3 25.0 9.7 24.1 28.2

Migration history: Did not
move 1048 59.3 17.1 16.3 14.0 18.1

Returned 181 10.3 21.0 14.9 14.9 19.3
Moved within region 241 13.7 22.8 14.5 21.6 19.5
Migrated 296 16.8 27.7 15.2 14.5 21.0

Close to family: No 517 29.3 25.7 14.9 17.6 21.7
Yes 1249 70.7 17.7 16.1 14.3 17.8

Education: Up to compulsory 156 8.8 5.1 4.5 41.0 16.0
High school 249 14.1 8.0 10.4 13.7 18.1
Vocational 518 29.3 22.4 6.2 16.4 22.0
University 843 47.7 24.9 25.3 10.2 17.8

Region: South-East 646 36.6 17.7 14.2 20.0 17.5
North-Central 601 34.0 23.0 15.0 13.5 22.8
Metropolitan 519 29.4 19.7 18.5 11.4 16.2

Age (mean, standard
deviation) 38.1 9.65    

Note: n = absolute number of respondents, % = column percentage of respondents 
in category. The remaining columns show row percentages in the categories of the 
dependent variables (professional/manager and unemployed/temporary, reference 
categories omitted)
Source: Survey “Attitudes and Expectations about Mobility”, authors' calculations
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The lack of support for Hypothesis 1 for managerial occupations might be related 
to the prominence of family businesses in Spain. Because of that prominence, 
we expected less support for Hypothesis 1 for being a manager than for being a 
professional. Yet unlike, for example, Mulder and Van Ham (2005), neither do we 
fi nd support for Hypothesis 1 for men’s professional occupations. We need to be 
cautious given the limitations of the data, but these fi ndings might indicate that 
human capital theory is less applicable to men’s migration in Spain than in other 
countries (see also the Conclusions and Discussion).

We do not fi nd any indications that precarious labour market positions are less 
likely for those who migrated (Table 4). Rather, we fi nd a marginally signifi cant 
positive association between having migrated and unemployment for men. This is a 
remarkable fi nding, which runs counter to Hypothesis 1. Another positive association 
is found between having moved within the region and unemployment for women. 
For having a temporary job, none of the parameters of the migration history variable 
are particularly large or statistically signifi cant. This lack of an association between 
migration and precariousness could be interpreted as another indication of a lesser 
applicability of the human capital theory of migration in Spain than elsewhere – but, 
once again, we must be cautious because of data limitations.

4.2 The role of living close to family in labour market outcomes

We put forward two competing hypotheses with regard to the associations between 
living close to all or most family members and labour market outcomes: one derived 
from the notion that free location choice would be benefi cial to labour market 
outcomes (Hypothesis 2a), and the other derived from the idea that having family 
living close by would form a social resource that would be benefi cial to labour market 
outcomes (Hypothesis 2b). For men, neither of these hypotheses is convincingly 
supported by the fi ndings. Most parameters for “Close to family” are rather close to 
zero (Tables 3 and 4). 

For women, the situation is different. Women who live close to family are 
estimated to be somewhat less likely to be a professional (b = -0.251). This fi nding 
is in line with the idea of benefi cial free location choice (Hypothesis 2a), but the 
estimation fails to reach conventional signifi cance levels (p = .109). At the same 
time, women who live close to family are less likely to be unemployed (b = -0.318, 
p = .073) and to have a temporary job (b = -0.273, p = .089) than women for whom 
this is not the case. This fi nding is in line with Hypothesis 2b and suggests that, for 
women, local family may protect against precarious labour market positions.

Interestingly, for women, labour market outcomes are associated both with 
migration (for being a professional) and living close to family (for precariousness). 
These fi ndings might suggest that, while staying close to family might be a good 
strategy for some women to secure employment through family connections, 
migration might be a good strategy for others who seek a career in a professional 
occupation.
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4.3 Gender differences 

We noted that, based on most of the literature, there was less reason to expect 
support for Hypothesis 1 (that having migrated would be positively associated 
with being a professional or manager and negatively with the likelihood of being 
in a precarious labour market position) for women than for men. In contrast with 
this idea, the fi ndings on the associations between migration history and being a 
professional were in line with Hypothesis 1 for women, but not for men. As can 
be seen from the last column in Table 3, the gender difference in the association 
between having migrated and being a professional is statistically signifi cant 
(p = .002). The difference between men and women in the support for Hypothesis 2a 
(a more negative association between living close to family and being a professional 
for women) is also signifi cant, albeit marginally (interaction term: p = .093), and 
the fi ndings in the separate models take the same direction. Consequently, the 
fi ndings on gender differences in the association between having migrated and 
being a professional are more in line with Faggian et al.’s (2007) suggestion that 
women might migrate to compensate for gender biases in the labour market than 
with assertions from, for example, the family migration literature.

At the same time, we also noted that family ties tend to be more important to 
women than men, and therefore we had more reason to expect Hypothesis 2b (that 
living close to family would be associated with better labour market outcomes) to 
be supported for women than for men. This is indeed what the separate models 
for men’s and women’s precarious labour market positions indicate; however, the 
only interaction term that also points to such a difference is the one for having a 
temporary job (p = .092). 

In sum, the following picture emerges for women’s and men’s labour market 
outcomes. Migration seems to be benefi cial to women’s labour market outcomes 
given women’s higher chances of holding professional occupations. Living close to 
family seems to be benefi cial to women’s labour market outcomes in the sense of 
lower precariousness. For men, there is not much evidence that migration or living 
close to family matter for their labour market outcomes.

4.4 Other fi ndings

There are clear age patterns in particularly precarious labour market positions. For 
example, men’s likelihood of unemployment is estimated to decrease up to the age 
of 34.6 and then to rise; women’s likelihood of having a temporary job is estimated 
to decrease up to age 41.5 and then increase. As one would expect, higher levels of 
education are associated with a greater likelihood of being a professional or manager, 
and a lower likelihood of unemployment and, for men, being in a temporary job. 
Positive associations are found between having children in the household and being 
a manager, and negative associations between having children and precarious 
labour market positions. Unemployment is less likely for men with partners than 
men without partners. Men and women who live with a parent are more likely to 
be in a precarious position than those who do not. Regional differences are also 
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observed. For example, men living in a metropolitan area are more likely to be  a 
professional, and men and women living there are more likely to be managers than 
those living in other areas; while women who live in in the North-Central region are 
more likely to be a manager than women who live in the South-East. As expected, 
unemployment and having a temporary job are less likely in the metropolitan areas 
than in the South-East, and except for women and temporary jobs this also holds 
for the North-Central region. 

5 Conclusions and discussion

For the context of Spain, we investigated the associations between having migrated 
and living close to family on the one hand, and labour market outcomes on the other. 
The labour market outcomes we considered were being a professional or manager 
and precarious labour market positions in the sense of unemployment or having a 
temporary job. Spain is a particularly interesting context for this research because it 
has low levels of internal migration, an important role of family in welfare provision, 
and a strong family orientation. There is no abundance of data for Spain that would 
allow addressing our research question or similar questions. For example, Spain 
has neither of the main data sources with which these questions can be addressed 
in other European countries: a long-running household panel survey, or readily 
available population register data. Fortunately, we could use a recent (though pre-
pandemic) survey among the Spanish labour force.

Our hypotheses were based on human capital considerations and on the idea 
that family would form a social resource. Based on human capital theory, we 
hypothesised that those who had migrated would be more likely to be a professional 
or manager, and less likely to be unemployed or in a temporary job than those who 
had not migrated (Hypothesis 1); and that those who lived close to family would be 
less likely to be a professional or manager, and more likely to be unemployed or in 
a temporary job than those who did not live close to family (Hypothesis 2a). Based 
on the idea of family as a social resource, we put forward the hypothesis that those 
living close to family would be more likely to be a professional or manager, and less 
likely to be unemployed or in a temporary job than those who did not live close to 
family (Hypothesis 2b, which competes with Hypothesis 2a). 

A remarkable fi nding was the lack of evidence supporting our hypotheses 
related to human capital in the subsample of men, whereas these hypotheses 
were partly supported for women. This gender difference goes against ideas and 
evidence from, for example, the family migration literature on the greater likelihood 
for women of being tied movers, who move for the career of their partner rather 
than their own. For women, Hypothesis 1 was supported for being a professional. 
The social resource hypothesis (Hypothesis 2b) was supported for women’s – but 
not men’s – precarious labour market positions. 

With regard to Hypotheses 1 and 2a, some results were unexpected. The lack 
of support for these hypotheses for men was not expected, given that interregional 
migrants of both genders were recently found to be positively selected on education 
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and occupational skills, and to experience productivity gains when moving to larger 
urban areas (De la Roca/Puga 2017; De la Roca 2017; Sánchez-Moral et al. 2018). 
It is tempting to explain the apparently limited role of migration in men’s labour 
market outcomes as a feature of the Spanish context, in which internal migration 
has traditionally been rare and migration may not be viewed as an obvious way 
to enhance one’s chances on the labour market (compare Luetzelberger 2015, 
for Italy). Furthermore, the Spanish low-migration context may lead to a lack of 
exposure to internal migration as a tool for achieving better life outcomes: the lack 
of a migration tradition may reinforce itself, and therefore human capital theory may 
not be suffi cient to understanding migration and its labour market consequences in 
Spain (compare Maza/Villaverde 2004, who come to a similar conclusion based on a 
macro-level analysis of migration fl ows in Spain). Furthermore, as we do not know 
when respondents migrated, the lack of an association between migration and 
men’s occupational achievement could partly be the result of a confl ation of recent 
migration to larger cities among highly performing workers with previous migration 
to other regions among under-performing workers hit by the Great Recession. 

However, this reasoning does not help explain the partial support for Hypothesis 
1 for women. Perhaps the results for women are partly shaped by features of our 
study design. The fact that our sample consists of individuals available in the labour 
market (i.e. employed individuals and unemployed job seekers) could partly explain 
the higher labour market achievement among migrant women. This could particularly 
be the case if a relevant share of migrant women were, in the long run, expected to 
display lower labour force attachment and occupational achievement, and eventually 
leave the labour market. A tentative speculation might be that some women who 
migrate for other reasons than employment may experience a release from family 
obligations, allowing them to take up a professional position. Alternatively, highly 
achieving women might be more likely to be in the labour market after migration 
(and be observed in this sample of people in the labour market) than women who 
are less attached to the labour market. Some of these women – particularly those 
without a partner – could belong to a selective category of particularly ambitious 
women among whom some migrate to escape unemployment – or, as Faggian 
et al. (2007) suggested, to escape gender biases in the labour market. However, 
these are indeed speculations, and we would need further research to reach a 
more conclusive interpretation. For example, we would need to investigate if, and 
how, the associations between migration histories and living close to family on 
the one hand and labour market outcomes on the other differs between partnered 
and unpartnered individuals, and those with and without children. Data limitations 
prohibited us from making such a distinction.

In contrast, the support for Hypothesis 2b for women regarding precarious 
labour market positions, and lack of support for men for this hypothesis, were more 
in line with expectations derived from the idea that family forms a social resource 
facilitating the labour-market outcomes of women in particular. This function of 
the family may be particularly prevalent in Mediterranean countries such as Spain. 
Family fi rms are common in Spain, and these might facilitate the labour market 
careers of women. Women likely encounter fewer obstacles in reaching managerial 
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positions inside these fi rms than they would on the formal labour market, which is 
still characterised by high levels of gender inequality (Mateos et al. 2006). However, 
in line with Granovetter’s (1973) ideas on how strong ties (e.g. to family) tend to 
be less instrumental to labour market careers than weak ties, previous research 
for Spain has shown how family resources might be enough to keep women out 
of unemployment, but not necessarily to further their careers (Rodríguez-Modroño 
et al. 2017). Thus, our results may rather point to a role of geographically close 
family as a resource for social support and care provision (Compton/Pollak 2014; 
García-Morán/Kuehn 2017). Indeed, in countries such as Spain with strong family 
ties and limited family-oriented policies, grandparental help with childcare seems to 
have a prominent and positive impact on women’s labour market participation and 
occupational status (Arpino et al. 2014; Aparicio Fenoll 2020). 

Despite the limitations, the data also have important advantages. At the time of 
writing, these were the only data available for Spain – and to our knowledge for all 
of Southern Europe – that allow us to address our research questions. We deemed 
it important to take this opportunity to analyse the associations between migration 
and labour market outcomes for a Mediterranean country in which family forms 
an important pillar of the welfare regime, and to test a social resource hypothesis 
alongside human capital hypotheses. Our results indeed suggest that in Spain, the 
role of migration in labour market outcomes might be different from what previous 
research in Northern and Western Europe and the United States suggests: This 
role seems to be limited to women rather than men, and family as a social resource 
seems to be important to women’s labour market outcomes besides migration. We 
might speculate that in Spain – and other low-migration contexts where migration 
may not be particularly valued as a way to advance in the labour market – the 
gendered returns of migration may differ from those in higher-migration contexts. 
However, further research employing longitudinal data from a large sample would 
be necessary to gain more insight into the role of migration in men’s and women’s 
labour market outcomes in low-migration contexts. 
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Appendix

Tab. A1: Sample composition of our data and LFS (percentages)

LFS AEM

Age group   
20-29 16.85 21.80
30-54 83.15 78.20

Employment situation   
Employed 86.19 87.50
Unemployed 13.81 12.50

Gender   
Men 51.54 49.94
Women 48.46 50.06

Level of education   
Less than higher 55.88 53.24
Higher 44.12 46.76

Nationality   
Spanish 91.61 90.97
Foreign 8.39 9.03

LFS = Labour Force survey, 2019 (third quarter), AEM = Attitudes and Expectations about 
Mobility survey. Comparison based only on respondents aged 20-54 years old.
Source: Labour Force Survey and Survey “Attitudes and Expectations about Mobility”, 
authors' calculations

Tab. A2: Cross-tabulation of living close to family by migration history (row 
percentages) 

 Migration history
Did not move Returned Moved within region Migrated

Women
Not close to family 25.9 9.5 22.6 42.0
Close to family 73.2 10.6 9.9 6.3

Total 59.3 10.3 13.7 16.8

Men
Not close to family 25.8 11.2 26.6 36.4
Close to family 74.0 9.6 9.4 7.0

Total 61.2 10.0 14.0 14.8

Source: Survey “Attitudes and Expectations about Mobility”, authors' calculations
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