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BACKGROUND 

We provide a cross-national comparison of how motives for moving change with the distance 

of a move. Recognising that the relationship between migration motives and distances are 

likely to be context specific, we use nationally representative survey data to explore moving 

commonalities and differences in three advanced economies that have distinct migration 

geographies: the UK, Australia and Sweden. By comparing cross-national variations in 

motives over distance we check the context-specific reliability of assumed differences in the 

motives distinguishing migration from mobility, before offering a more conceptually 

appealing method for identifying mobility-migration cut-offs in quantitative studies: e.g. the 

point at which employment-led migration exceeds housing-led residential adjustments in a 

given national context.  

DATA 

The analysis utilises three sources of nationally representative microdata containing 

information on the distance of a move and the reason for that move. For the UK, we use all 

seven existing waves (2009-2016) of the United Kingdom Household Longitudinal Study 

(UKHLS). The Australian data are drawn from Waves 1-16 (2001-16) of the Household, 

Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) survey. HILDA is a nationally 

representative panel survey of approximately 8,000 private households (20,000 individuals). 

The Swedish data are drawn from the Swedish Survey on Motives for Moving undertaken in 

Spring 2007. Based on a stratified postal survey that was linked to official population 

registers at Statistics Sweden, the survey contains 4,909 migrants. 

RESULTS 

Propensity to move for housing is the most widely cited reason in all three countries over the 

shortest distances. As distance increases, housing becomes less well cited as a motive for 



moving. Conversely, the propensity to cite employment as a motivation increases as distance 

increases in all three countries. These two trends are consistent with long held assumptions 

(Clark and Maas, 2015; Dixon, 2003; Niedomysl, 2011), however the distance at which the 

two motives cross-over and employment becomes more important than housing differ. This is 

a key juncture because, according to much of the literature, this is the distance at which 

mobility (driven by housing decisions) gives way to migration (driven by decisions about 

moving employment). In Sweden this cross-over occurs at around 35km, in the UK occurs at 

around 50km and in Australia is at around 75km. Housing remains a relatively important 

motive in Australia, even over the largest distances, whereas in the UK and Sweden its 

relative importance drops away substantially at the longest distances. 

 


