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1. Change of perspective: Outmigration is a challenge for the sending regions, but also 
a chance. For young people it is a way to unfold their potentials.

2. Young people’s location choices are complex and are not only based on economic 
factors, but also on cultural and social amenities. Regional development strategies 
aiming to attract young people need to take soft location factors into consideration. 

3. To tackle outmigration, regions not only need to focus on how to trigger return 
migration or to keep young population, but also on how to attract newcomers.
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Abstract

Policy Recommendations

Since fertility rates in most of Europe’s regions are sta-
gnating, migration is the main driver of the population 
growth in the European Union. Nevertheless, regions 
of the European Union are experiencing different pat-
terns of population development: between 2000 and 
2011 population growth mainly took place in econo-
mic prosperous regions in the European core or regi-
ons with prosperous labour markets, while peripheral 
regions in the East, West and North, but also within in-
ner-European peripheries (Germany, Austria, France) 
experienced population decline, mostly as a result of 
outmigration. Migration between and within the coun-
tries of the European Union as well as from outside 
the European Union are relevant to the population 
growth of Europe’s regions. In shedding light on the 
characteristics of migrants moving within and to EU’s 

regions, it becomes obvious that migration is a selec-
tive phenomenon. Migration and mobility is especially 
prevalent among younger people, mainly those bet-
ween the ages of 18 and 34. Life course transitions 
are common in this age group, supporting different 
mobility patterns. For many European regions the loss 
of (young) people due to low fertility rates and emigra-
tion of the young and highly educated leads to nega-
tive consequences for the regional development. This 
policy paper offers perspectives on the phenomena 
that could help regions to develop strategies to ma-
nage potentially negative consequences. There is no 
one-size-fits-all-strategy on how to tackle youth out-
migration. But understanding and accepting the dri-
vers can be a starting point for turning outmigration 
into an opportunity for renewal.
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Migration is the main driver of 
population development in the EU 

Today, migration is the main component of the 
European Union’s population development (Dijkstra 
et al. 2017). Fertility rates in most European countries 
are below the level of natural replacement. Therefore 
mainly regions that are experiencing more immigration 
than emigration are also experiencing a growing po-
pulation (see map 1). Only a few regions within Europe 
are able to show a positive natural population deve-
lopment, while having no positive migration balance. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In Austria, population growth is mainly attributed to 
international immigration, since the natural popula-
tion development is stagnating. Immigration is trig-
gered by economic prosperity, possibilities on the 
labour market and educational opportunities. The 
patterns of population change between 2000 and 
2011 show that population growth mainly took place 
in economic prosperous regions in the European 
core, or in regions with prosperous labour markets, 
while peripheral regions in the East, West and North, 
but also within inner-European peripheries (Ger- 
many, Austria, France) experienced population decline. 

Outmigrating youth:  
A threat to European peripheries?

Map 1: Population development by components, 2000–2011, 

Source: Espon Atlas 2014: http://atlas.espon.eu/ (14.04.2019)

http://atlas.espon.eu/
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ence immigration, while rural areas or former indust-
rial areas within Europe suffer ongoing outmigration1  
– a trend that applies to internal and international 
migration. However, with the 2008 crisis and the in-
crease of third country migration to Europe, the pat-
terns have changed (see Eurostat 2018). Peripheries 
in the South have started to lose population, while 
countries such as Sweden and Norway show po-
pulation gains also in remote northern regions. Still, 
migration has remained the main driver of populati-
on development. 

To a large extent, the regions in Europe show-
ing a positive net migration balance are experi- 
encing immigration from other parts of the Euro-
pean Union (EU internal migration) or internal mi- 
gration from other parts of the same country, as it 
is the case in Austria (see table 1). But population 
growth in European Union regions is also triggered 
by international migration. Since the enlargement of 
the EU in 2004 and 2007, and the economic crisis of 
2008, migration within the EU has intensified (King 
and Williams 2017). The largest groups of EU inter-
nal moves are from the new member states, main-

1) Definition of “outmigration/emigration” – a region is defined 
as an outmigration region, when the number of people moving 
away exceeds the number of people moving in (negative net-
migration balance). Although the two terms are sometimes used 
synonymously, emigration is more widely used for international 
migration (the permanent crossing of a national state border), 
outmigration also includes internal migration (so permanent mi-
gration within a country) (see e.g. Barcus and Halfacree 2018, 
93). In the last decades migration between EU countries has 
started to be considered sort of “internal” migration, due to the 
freedom to move, settle and work. In the last years EU internal 
migration has been increasingly described as “mobility” rather 
than migration; migration has become the term used mainly for 
third-country immigration (see further King and Williams 2017, 
4). Here, we use the word “outmigration” since it subsumes EU 
internal as well as global migration and also country-internal mo-
bility, such as rural to urban migration.

ly Romania and Poland (ibid.), but also from other 
regions that are suffering from the economic crisis 
in Southern Europe. In Austria, in 2017 international 
migration flows mainly came from Romania (+8,416), 
Syria (+5,842), Germany (+5,587) and Hungary 
(+5,550) (Statistik Austria 2019). In total, a net num-
ber of 49,630 people has been observed arriving 
to Austria, with 29,761 of them coming from other 
EU countries. Within the country’s borders 365,502 
moves took place in the year 2017, where people 
have changed their residence by crossing a mu- 
nicipal border. Most of them where directed towards 
urban agglomerations (ibid.). 

Selective migration: Mobility as a 
phenomenon of the younger ages

 
    Migration is a selective phenomenon since not 
all subgroups of a population have the same preva-
lence of being mobile. Especially the age of a per-
son affects the possibility to migrate. Since most 

“The largest groups of EU internal moves 
are from the new member states, mainly Ro-
mania and Poland, but also from other regions 
that are suffering from the economic crisis in 
Southern Europe.” 

Table 1: Population in Austria by components, 

1 Jan. 2017–1 Jan. 2018, Source: Statistik 

Austria (Statcube, 14.04.2019)

“Three main types of young migrants can 
be distinguished: Labour-motivated youth mi-
grants, educations-induced youth migrants 
and migration caused by family formation.” 

“In Austria, in 2017 international migration 
flows mainly came from Romania (+8,416), Sy-
ria (+5,842), Germany (+5,587) and Hungary 
(+5,550).” 
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significant life course transitions that trigger mi-
gration and occur when people are younger, a high 
number of migrants are young, aged between 18 to 
34, experiencing the transition from school to high-
er education, the transition from education to em-
ployment and the transition from living at home with 
the family to living independently (King et al. 2016). 
Deriving from these transitions, three main types of 
young migrants can be distinguished: Labour-mo-
tivated youth migrants, educations-induced youth 
migrants and migration caused by family formation. 
Especially migration within the European Union can 
mostly be traced back to these migrant groups, as 
EU citizens benefit from the freedom of movement, 
labour and residence.

Labour-motivated youth migration can serve as 
a strategy for handling increasing labour market in-
securities and fewer employment opportunities, as 
well as to overcome payment differentials between 
different regions. Access to the European market 
has influenced employment opportunities, espe-
cially for Eastern European countries. Labour-mo-
tivated youth migration can be observed internatio-
nally as well as internally.

Moreover, increasing tertiary education has led 
to an increase of youth mobility within the EU and  
globally. Education-induced youth migration can 
take place at different levels of education and 
between various regional and national bound- 
aries. Nevertheless, it is mostly connected to terti- 
ary educational attainment in the form of both inter-
nal and international movements. Erasmus mobility  
schemes, the expansion of study programmes 
taught in English, as well as the development of the 
university sector as a global market have led to a 
higher prevalence of studying abroad (King et al. 
2016). Studying in a foreign country can be the be-
ginning of an international career and the starting 
point for a longer period of living abroad. Similarly it 
can be a strategy to improve on one one's job op-
portunities back home. 

Further, when young the life stage of family for-
mation takes place, which is often connected to a 

change of residence. Setting up an independent  
residence, followed by family forming events such 
as marriage, partnership union, cohabitation or  
giving birth often triggers internal migration. In ad-
dition, the creation of partnerships across borders 
due to cosmopolitan lifestyles is playing an in- 
creasing role in international migration decisions. 

The increasing mobililty of young people is 
not only due to life course transitions, but is also 
linked to the fact that young people are growing up 
in an increasingly mobile world. It is a world whe-
re migration and mobility become important indi-
vidual strategies for managing opportunities and  
scarcities (Veale and Donna 2014). In the transition 
to adulthood, living abroad is of major importance 
for globally oriented young people (Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim 2002). In addition to socio-structural  
circumstances affecting young people’s mobili-
ty patterns, the migration of young people is influ-
enced by socio-cultural processes of individualiza-
tion. This can be seen in aspirations – but also the 
demand – for self-realisation, life-style choices and 
a “thirst for adventure”. At the individual level, migra-
tion is usually connected to the improvement of the 
migrant's living situation. For young people the cost 
of migration is often low, while investing in education 
or a career abroad can lead to many kinds of bene-
fits, including financial ones.

Mainly peripheral regions in Europe 
are affected by youth outmigration

Migration is not only selective at the individual  
level, but also at the spatial level. Today, the land-
scape of migration patterns reveals a clear picture 
of which regions are (un)desired by young people. 
Each region offers different chances with regard 
to job possibilities, education and living conditions. 
This uneven distribution of life chances fosters mi- 

“While the increasing mobility of young 
people within the EU provides greater chan-
ces for the young people themselves, such 
mobility causes negative consequences at the 
regional level.” 
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portunities, as for example in their labour market, 
often experience outmigration (Faggian et al 2017). 

While the increasing mobility of young peo- 
ple within the EU provides greater chances for the 
young people themselves, such mobility causes ne-
gative consequences at the regional level. Not only 
is emigration connected to the losses in producti-
vity, human capital and innovation – the so-called 
brain drain – it also means that potential parents are 
leaving and therefore a negative population deve-
lopment is effected in two ways.

Often accompanying such negative overall popu-
lation development in regions affected by outmigra-
tion are negative financial effects. This is because 
population development often is the basis for as-
sessing the financial distribution. Increasing outmi- 
gration and population loss therefore constrain fu-
ture development possibilities. Further, a critical 
mass of people not only creates a financial basis for 
a vital community, but also its social basis. More- 
over, small communities are uninteresting for public 
and private investments. Emigration also intensifies 
the process of demographic ageing, which leads to 
shrinking labour forces and increasing demands for 
geriatric care.

Tackling the consequences of 
emigration

The European regions that are experiencing de-
population are often regions with scarce labour 
market options or economies in transition. This is 
the case for many rural areas or former industri-
al areas. Strategies for tackling outmigration thus 
often focus on economic investments. Although  
there is often a correlation between negative econo-
mic development and decreasing population, the-
re are certain regions that have been able to offer 
economic perspectives to their population despite  
population decline caused by outmigration. Typical 
for this type of regions are those with mono-struc-
tural economies (e.g. in the tourism or industrial  
sector) (Dax and Fischer 2017).

 
    Regions with comparably stable economies that 
are nonetheless affected by depopulation reveal the 
complex drivers shaping young people's location 
choices. These involve more than just economic 
factors. Young peoples' decisions about where to 
settle and live are not only influenced by finding a 
job, but also by having a variety of career oppor-
tunities, a work-life balance, affordable housing, 
a high quality of life, as well as a broad social 
and cultural infrastructure. All of these factors are  
strongly related to aspects of lifestyle that shape 
young people's desires and aspirations and that  
often lead to young people leaving their – often rural –  
homes and moving to urban areas (Ní Laoire 2000;  
Pedersen and Gram 2018; Stockdale 2004;  
Van Hear et al 2017). But what can regions do in  
order to stay attractive for young people? Is there 
any way to stop emigration?

Competition for the “resource” of young  
people will intensify

In knowledge-based societies, the resource of 
young people, especially educated young people, 
is in high demand for regional economies world- 
wide. With decreasing fertility rates, the competition 
for talented people will intensify even more in future. 
Moreover, this will evolve on a global scale. If regions 
want to be competitive, they must invest into their 
social and cultural infrastructure and remain open 
towards a diverse society and the different lifestyles 
this represents.

Nevertheless, for some regions the mobili-
ty of young people will most certainly mean sus-
tained population decrease. Especially in regions  
where economic transitions are leading to popula- 
tion decline, turning around population decline will 
be difficult. For outmigration regions to react to nega- 

“Young peoples’ decisions about where to 
settle and live are not only influenced by fin-
ding a job, but also by having a variety of care-
er opportunities, a work-life balance, afforda-
ble housing, a high quality of life, as well as a 
broad social and cultural infrastructure.” 



6 Österreichische Gesellschaft für Europapolitik (ÖGfE) | Rotenhausgasse 6/8-9 | A-1090 Wien | europa@oegfe.at | oegfe.at | +43 1 533 4999

Ö
G

fE
 P

ol
ic

y 
B

rie
f 1

7’
20

19

tive population development, planning strategies are 
needed that focus on adaptation and stabilisation 
(see also Schorn and Gruber 2018).

The potential of return and remittances

Although the loss of financial and human capi-
tal is very difficult to deal with, emigration is not al-
ways a dead-end road. For a long time, migration 
streams have been considered mono-directional. In 
reality, however, it has become ever more common 
for people to undertake multiple moves over their 
lifetime (King and Skeldon 2010). Return migration, 
but also different forms of circular migration and li-
ving at multiple places have led to the possibility of 
considering migration a form of bottom-up regional 
development strategy that leads to networks and 
flows of capital and knowledge (Faggian 2017 et al. 
2017, SVR 2016, Fassmann et al. 2018).

The potential of immigration

It must be accepted that it is not enough for re-
gions to focus solely on gaining back their popu-
lations that have left. For many regions, a positive 
migration balance is needed in order to return to a 
positive population development. Due to low fertility 
rates, in most regions of the EU and in Austria, no 
natural population growth can be observed. More 
immigration will therefore be needed for any growth 
to occur. This implies that international immigra- 
tion needs to be targeted by currently depopulating 
regions. With increasing demographic ageing, the 
size of labour force will further decrease – especially 
since the “Baby-Boomer Generation” is nearing re-
tirement age. This development will even intensify 
the need for young population in the labour market. 

The need for a change of perspective

It also must be accepted that migration and mo-
bility today play an important role in young people's 
biographies. The outmigration of young people 
should not be prevented in order to save regions 
from losing population. From neither an individu-
al nor a legal perspective can it be considered a 
legitimate solution to attempt to alter human be- 
haviour and force people to stay where they are. 
On the contrary, regions and regional actors should 
learn to profit from this ongoing development and 
become aware of the chances that come with it 
– both for regions as well as individuals. Although 
most authorities today see outmigration as a threat, 
it also offers the possibility of focussing on oppor-
tunities for reshaping its regional development stra-
tegies. If regions start accepting migration as an in- 
evitable process of modern society instead of being 
threatened by it, outmigration can be turned into an 
opportunity.
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