
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Counter-Urban Activity Out of Copenhagen

Who, Where and Why?

Andersen, Hans Thor; Egsgaard-Pedersen, Aske; Hansen, Høgni Kalsø; Lange, Elise
Stenholt; Nørgaard, Helle

Published in:
Sustainability (Switzerland)

DOI:
10.3390/su14116516

Publication date:
2022

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Document license:
CC BY

Citation for published version (APA):
Andersen, H. T., Egsgaard-Pedersen, A., Hansen, H. K., Lange, E. S., & Nørgaard, H. (2022). Counter-Urban
Activity Out of Copenhagen: Who, Where and Why? Sustainability (Switzerland), 14.
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14116516

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://doi.org/10.3390/su14116516
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/hoegni-kalsoe-hansen(304cf31f-6d15-49da-8192-5f983b5b28ab).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/counterurban-activity-out-of-copenhagen(4e375ea3-d644-4c00-b28e-5e331a7e9ef4).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/counterurban-activity-out-of-copenhagen(4e375ea3-d644-4c00-b28e-5e331a7e9ef4).html
https://doi.org/10.3390/su14116516


Citation: Andersen, H.T.;

Egsgaard-Pedersen, A.; Hansen, H.K.;

Lange, E.S.; Nørgaard, H. Counter-

Urban Activity Out of Copenhagen:

Who, Where and Why? Sustainability

2022, 14, 6516. https://doi.org/

10.3390/su14116516

Academic Editors: Erika Sandow

and Emma Lundholm

Received: 20 March 2022

Accepted: 23 May 2022

Published: 26 May 2022

Publisher’s Note: MDPI stays neutral

with regard to jurisdictional claims in

published maps and institutional affil-

iations.

Copyright: © 2022 by the authors.

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland.

This article is an open access article

distributed under the terms and

conditions of the Creative Commons

Attribution (CC BY) license (https://

creativecommons.org/licenses/by/

4.0/).

sustainability

Article

Counter-Urban Activity Out of Copenhagen: Who, Where
and Why?
Hans Thor Andersen 1, Aske Egsgaard-Pedersen 1, Høgni Kalsø Hansen 2,* , Elise Stenholt Lange 1

and Helle Nørgaard 1

1 Department of the Built Environment, Aalborg University Copenhagen, 2450 København, Denmark;
hansthor@build.aau.dk (H.T.A.); askee@build.aau.dk (A.E.-P.); esso@build.aau.dk (E.S.L.);
hnorgaard@build.aau.dk (H.N.)

2 Department of Geosciences and Natural Resource Management, University of Copenhagen,
1165 København, Denmark

* Correspondence: hh@ign.ku.dk

Abstract: While migration is often understood as movement towards cities, it can also assume
another direction, traditionally termed counter-urbanisation. This paper contributes to the study
of counter-urbanisation by investigating data on settlement patterns to places outside commuting
distance to the Copenhagen labour market. Counter-urban migration outside of the Copenhagen
commuting area is compared with out-migration from Copenhagen to suburbs and commuting areas
in the period from 2005 to 2020, reflecting periods of both economic growth and recession. In this
paper, we explore this development in terms of the numbers and characteristics of migrants moving
out of commuting distance in comparison to those migrants who leave the city to settle in the suburbs
or within commuting distance. The quantitative findings are combined with qualitative findings
from a survey of the motives of migrants. In line with earlier studies, this study finds that family,
friends, place-specific relations and job opportunities are important motives for moving. However,
the results also show that an increasing share of migrants have higher education. This will contribute
to the future economic and social sustainability of rural and peripheral places in Denmark.

Keywords: counter-urban migration; migrant characteristics; motives for moving

1. Introduction

The term ‘counter-urbanisation’ usually describes migration flows from large cities to
rural areas, in contrast to the dominant form of migration to big cities. It is far from a new
phenomenon; during all phases of urbanisation and regardless of the prevailing movement,
all localities experience flows of people moving to and from them. In recent decades, many
of the large cities in the Western world have regained their dominant position in the urban
hierarchy after years of decline or stagnation. As a result, many of them are enjoying
growth rates in businesses, employment, average incomes and population, thereby also
attracting increasing numbers of people.

However, the current development termed ‘reurbanisation’ or ‘metropolisation’ [1,2]
or Zwischenstadt [3] is following a phase of deurbanisation, that is, of general decline in
agglomerations and in the growth of smaller towns and cities [4,5]. The resurgence of large
cities is usually linked to the rise of the knowledge economy, where the agglomeration
of industries and the demand for creatively thinking employees with formal education is
dominating the economy [6–9], as well as creating a preference for city living [6,10,11].

It is clear, however, that most authors do not include the parallel transformation of
rural areas when studying the transformation of large cities, although the development
of rural areas is strongly connected to the development of the larger cities. In cities, there
is a constant exchange of population, jobs, housing markets and leisure activities. This
also applies to rural areas outside the functional area of the metropolis. In this respect, a
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growing number of studies are addressing counter-urban migration, such as Mitchell [12],
Nørgaard, et al. [13], Hansen and Aner [14], Sandow and Lundholm [15], and Bosworth and
Finke [16]. Migration patterns are never just a one-way movement; while much attention
is paid to net migration, there is good reason to include both in- and out-migration to
understand a population’s geographical shifts. The concept of counter-urban migration has
unfortunately been used in at least two different senses: on the one hand, the ‘out-of-town’
movement of people; and on the other, as a process of decentralization, where smaller
towns grow faster than larger ones [17]. In this paper, the term is only used in the first
sense, i.e., as a term for migration out of the larger cities and into rural areas beyond the
limits of the functional urban region.

The scale of counter-urban migration is unclear, and it is also questionable whether
the concepts of urbanisation and counter-urbanisation capture regional development with
respect to settlement patterns. This paper will contribute to the existing literature on
counter-urban migration by analysing what characterises counter-urban migrants and why
they move. Furthermore, this paper will examine the association between the migrants’
individual characteristics and their moving destination. Our hypothesis is that we expect
that migrants moving out of Copenhagen differ in terms of educational background, income
and household composition related to where they resettle, e.g., that low-income groups
will be more likely to move to more to peripheral areas where housing costs are lower
compared to urban areas. We also expect that regardless of socio-economic characteristics,
the migrants’ place of residence during childhood will play an important role for their
choice of moving destination. This will be analysed by examining migration and settlement
patterns in Denmark from 2005 to 2020, a period that covers two periods of economic
up-turn until 2008 and again until 2020 together with an economic down-turn in 2008,
periods that are traditionally characterised by distinctly different phases of urbanisation and
counter-urban migration. In order to explore these questions, we utilise both quantitative
administrative microdata on moving patterns out of Copenhagen over a thirteen-year
period and responses to a qualitative survey on the motives leading people to choose to
move out of Copenhagen.

The paper is structured as follows. First, we provide a literature review of both
international and Scandinavian studies of counter-urban migration describing who the
counter-urban migrants are and why they choose to move. Next comes a methodological
section describing the two data sources used in this paper, as well as the geographical
categories we employ in the analysis. Thereafter follows the analysis, where we present
and discuss our findings from both the quantitative and qualitative data. Finally, this leads
to a conclusion on the research questions, along with perspectives related to the economic
and social sustainability of rural and peripheral areas.

2. Studies of Counter-Urban Migration

Studies of migration seek to analyse and understand patterns and processes of people
moving from one area to another, including in the case of counter-urban migration, that is,
the flows of people out of the larger urban settlement into less urbanised areas. Key aspects
of this include who and how many people are moving, why they are moving and where
they are moving to. Over time, we have witnessed changes in the direction of migration and
settlement where, in recent decades, rural and peripheral areas especially have experienced
population decline primarily due to young people moving away, resulting in an increase in
the share of the elderly population in these areas. However, more recently, attention has
been given to people moving into these areas, exploring who they are and why they move.

Who Moves and Why Do They Move?

Counter-urbanisation is often conceptualised as urban, middle-class movers attracted
by an idyllic rural setting. However, some scholars, e.g., Halfacree [18], have stressed the
need for a broader understanding challenging the notion of ‘the sophisticated middle-class
urbanite moving themselves and their family to start a “new life” in what is perceived
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to be an idyllic rural setting’ (p. 479). He stresses the need for a fuller picture of counter-
urbanisation, paying attention to both ‘ordinary’ people and international migrants. Fur-
thermore, Bijker, et al. [19] stress that rural areas differ in their popularity for living and
thus argue for more attention to be paid to the diversity of rural in-migration.

Migration and decisions to move have traditionally been explained in terms of ‘push’
and ‘pull’ factors or advantages and disadvantages. In traditional economic theory, house-
holds’ locations are determined by the labour market [20] and motivated by economic
incentives, seen as an expression of the rational assessment of the possible economic gains
and costs of moving [21–24]. Following this, it is assumed that households first choose a
place to work and then a place to live within an acceptable commuting distance. Thus, as
pointed out by Lundholm and Malmberg [25], labour market conditions are seen as supe-
rior determinants compared to, for instance, social ties. Several studies have questioned the
dominance of economic rationale and stress the importance of non-economic factors, such
as social networks and interaction, as well as attachment to place [26–29] and, e.g., Hanson
and Pratt [30] found that place of residence is often chosen first and workplace second. In
many subsequent studies, both economic- and non-economic motives for moving, such as
education, career, employment, housing cost and size, living environment, environmental
qualities, social relations and attachment to a place, have been documented. It has also been
stressed that motives for migration vary during different life-phases and the respective time
and places that they are part of: Specific economic, political and socio-cultural conditions,
such as job opportunities, the housing market and cultural norms, influence individual
values and choices [31–33].

Scandinavian studies of counter-urban migration also show variation in and diversity
among migrants, as well as their motives for moving. A study of Sweden by Lindgreen [34]
showed that counter-urban migrants often try to satisfy housing-related needs and that a
substantial number of migrants to the countryside moved to an area where they had second
homes, but also that households with lower incomes were more likely to make counter-
urban moves due to housing costs. Lindgren further found that the likelihood of counter-
urban migration increased with age until approximately sixty years of age, but also that
retired people were less likely to move out of urban areas. Moreover, he found a negative
relationship between counter-urban migration and having children. Conversely, a study by
Aner [35] found that outmigration from Copenhagen was mostly of families with children
under ‘school age’, and that outmigration grew with settlement at a greater distance from
Copenhagen in the period from 1992 to 2002. The study further showed that counter-urban
migrants had higher incomes in 2002 compared with those who moved in earlier periods,
but also that migration distance was related to income. Thus, the study showed that those
with the lowest incomes generally moved further away than those with higher incomes,
even within the medium income range that was studied. Nørgaard, et al. [13] explored
migration to peripheral areas from both urban and other areas in Denmark and found that
migrants to peripheral areas were dominated by middle-aged couples and singles aged
thirty to sixty years, followed by younger families with children under the age of seven.
The study further showed that the migrants were a mixture in terms of age groups, family
status, educational background and income. This was confirmed in another study [36],
which showed that migrants are a mixed group in terms of age and family composition,
employment status, etc.

Aner and Hansen [37] studied both highly educated and socially vulnerable counter-
urban migrants aged 17 to 64 years. The study showed that the average age of the migrants
was the late thirties and that many of the migrants were younger families with children. In
a subsequent study [14], attention was paid to highly educated individuals moving from
urban to peripheral areas in the period 2003–2010, which was marked by both economic
growth and decline. In this study, they found that highly educated individuals only made
up a small share of those migrating to peripheral areas, approximately five percent of total
migrants, and furthermore that their share fell in the period being studied. In the study,
the group of highly educated migrants who moved from urban to peripheral areas was
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divided into three subgroups. One group, young and newly educated, moved to peripheral
areas to start their first job and gain work experience to make themselves more attractive
in the labour market in the longer turn. Another group was migrants forty years old or
older who moved to peripheral areas wishing for a change in career or to climb their career
ladders as well as to be closer to nature, family, etc., supporting findings described earlier.
This group did not see settling in the periphery as a permanent move but as something
they needed to restart their professional careers, as they argued that it is easier to change
professional paths in the periphery. The last group that Hansen and Aner [14] identified
was families with children seeking what they consider to be an ideal place for children’s
upbringing and for family life. This group of migrants was looking for a rural environment
and regarded their settlement in it as permanent. As far as the socially vulnerable groups
were concerned, Hansen and Aner [14] showed that they were motivated by low housing
costs, but also by social relations. Combined with the earlier study, Hansen and Aner [37]
point to an interesting finding, namely an increase in the number of socially marginalised
migrants during periods of economic crisis, whereas a reverse pattern could be identified
for highly educated migrants moving to rural and peripheral areas during periods of
economic growth.

In a recent study by Sandow and Lundholm [15], counter-urban migration among fam-
ilies with children who moved out of Swedish metropolitan areas in the period 2003–2013
was explored. They found a small but steady outflow of families moving to medium-sized
or small towns and also that the highly educated were over-represented. They further stress
that, while knowledge workers generally have flexible opportunities for working from
home, etc., they do not have a higher probability than others to move from urban to rural
and peripheral settings. However, the study found that people in the public-sector labour
market have a higher probability of moving, probably due to the more dispersed job market
that the public sector represents [38]. The study also found that low-income households
were probably leaving urban areas due to the higher housing costs in the city. Moreover,
the study showed a positive relationship between parental leave and counter-urban mi-
gration, demonstrating that when a household grows in numbers, this can either push
people away from an urban setting due to the cost of housing or pull them towards more
provincial settlements due to changes in their preferences. In a study by Neergaard [39],
the experiences of a group of highly educated middle-class residents aged 35 to 45 years
who moved out of Copenhagen to the countryside were explored. The study was based
on qualitative interviews with urbanites moving to the countryside that explored their
motives for moving. While cheaper and better housing conditions were important for many
migrants, Neergaard showed that the rural setting was the preferred destination for this
group of highly educated middle-class migrants, although they had various other options
regarding where to live.

The many different considerations middle-income families had for leaving the city
or metropolitan areas to settle in rural surroundings was, as suggested by Mazanti [40]
and Aner [35], captured in the desire for a good everyday life. Additionally, Nørgaard
and Haagerup [36] showed that many considerations come into play when moving from
metropolitan to rural areas, the first and foremost of which is a desire to be closer to nature
and to live in a safe and peaceful environment, while for some the decision to move was
based on a desire to return to where they or their partner had grown up or were seeking
similar qualities. Other motives were to live a less stressful life and to have the opportunity
to balance work and family life. Another Danish study [41] showed that some migrants
wish to return to their rural roots due to attachment to a place and their strong bonds to
particular places or regions, as well as family and social networks.

Most of the studies described above focus on migration from urbanised areas to rural
and peripheral places, but other studies have been included in order to contribute to an
understanding of the variation and diversity of counter-urban migration, especially of
people moving to the countryside. For most people, moving to a new place is strongly
influenced by economic considerations, and several studies of migration show that this is
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also a factor for moving to rural and peripheral areas due to a wish or need for cheaper
housing and/or more living space. For others, a new job or career possibilities or reducing
stress and workload may be a motivating factor. However, studies also demonstrate that
being close to nature and returning to where they grew up, to places where they have social
relations through their sense of belonging to a particular place may be decisive motives.
Thus, studies show that counter-urban migration is motivated by economic considerations
in terms of cheap housing and opportunities such as new and better jobs, but also less
economic pressure, giving a sense of freedom. Not least, many studies demonstrated the
importance of place and social relations, thereby revealing a strong connection between
economic and non-economic motives for urban–rural migration.

3. Data, Sampling and Method

Two different types of data are used in this paper: quantitative registers and qualita-
tive responses. First, we use administrative population registers maintained by Statistics
Denmark (DST) to describe who moves out of Copenhagen and where the counter-urban
migrants move to. The registers contain annual information of the total population of indi-
viduals living in Denmark, including their social and economic characteristics, residential
information such as family type, highest achieved education, labour market attachment
and job type. The sample population in the quantitative analysis includes all individuals
between 25 and 65 years who moved out of either Copenhagen of Frederiksberg munici-
pality at some time between 2005 and 2020 (In the following, Copenhagen municipality
and Frederiksberg municipality will both be described as Copenhagen.). This period has
been chosen in order to capture the times before, during and after the great global recession
in 2008 in order to counter the potential impact of economic trends. However, in the
econometrics models, which take several explanatory variables into account, we only use
data from 2005 to 2017 because information of income and labour markets attachment is
not available after 2017.

Second, we use qualitative answers from a survey conducted between March and May
2020 to analyse why counter-urban migrants move out of Copenhagen. The aim of the
survey was to shed light on some of the often-overlooked aspects of regional dynamics
when it comes to settlement and preferences. The survey was sent to 18,128 people living
in Denmark by Statistics Denmark and collected first through a web survey, followed by
telephone interviews for those who had not completed the web survey. This produced a
participation rate of 32%, equal to answers from 5800 people living in Denmark at the time
of the survey who had moved to a rural or peripheral municipality. The survey contained
both closed and open-ended questions and was administered in both Danish and English.

To investigate the role of children and family type for the counter-urban migrant, we
define six different family types based on number of children and civil status. Married and
unmarried couples are lumped together. The question about having children is determined
based on whether a child of the family is residing at the same address. We also examine
how families’ desire for residential space is actuated among the counter-urban migrants,
which we define as the average number of square meters per person in the household. To
describe the association between education and moving destination, we define educational
categories based on the highest achieved education for each individual based on the ISCED
(International Standard Classification of Education) nomenclature. The six educational
categories are compulsory education, general upper secondary education, vocational edu-
cation (practical) and short- (pre-bachelor), medium- (bachelor) and long-cycle (master)
education. To explore the role of labour market attachment, we divide the sample into three
groups: working, student and nonworking. Furthermore, we also distinguish whether
people are employed within the private or public sector. Finally, in order to reveal whether
the regional characteristics of the destinations of counter-urban migrants are similar to
those they lived in when growing up, we include the ‘From @ 15’ variable, which captures
the type of municipality the individual lived in at the age of 15, Our sample size is reduced
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from 42,131 to 34,289 when we include the ‘From @15’ variables in the statistical model,
because we lack information of residential municipality for a subgroup of the population.

To obtain a thorough understanding of the migration patterns out of Copenhagen,
we have divided the analysis into two sections. In the first section we look at differences
between migrants moving to the suburbs, people moving into the larger commuting area
of Copenhagen and lastly people moving further away from Copenhagen (Figure 1). We
make this division because the Copenhagen labour market is very important to pay notice
to when discussing location patterns from Copenhagen to the rest of Zealand.

Figure 1. Residential moving zones in relation to Copenhagen.

In the second part of the analysis, we examine the sub-group of counter-urban mi-
grants who moved further away than the commuting area of Copenhagen, defined as the
‘rest of Denmark’. These movement are counter-urban in the sense that they represent
resettlements that do not rest upon proximity to the Copenhagen labour market. However,
since the ‘rest of Denmark’ consist of different types of municipalities, we conduct the
analysis based on a distinction between whether migrants settle in urban, intermediary,
rural or peripheral municipalities (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Municipality types based on degree of urbanisation.

In the first part of the analysis, we split the residential move from Copenhagen
up into four zones. These zones are selected in terms of their geographical relation to
Copenhagen, namely Copenhagen, Copenhagen suburbs, the larger commuting area of
Copenhagen and the rest of Denmark, as shown in Figure 1. While Copenhagen is the
starting point for all people in the present study, the Copenhagen suburbs are characterised
as the municipalities closely surrounding Copenhagen that are connected through various
transportation networks. Our definition of the Copenhagen commuting area is the same as
that used by Hansen, et al. [42] and is characterised as being further away from Copenhagen
than the suburbs, but still within a manageable commuting distance, whereas the rest of
Denmark lies outside of this zone. Setting up specific thresholds for what to include in a
commuting area is difficult. Often shares of commuting patterns in and out of places are
used by Statistics Denmark to define whether a municipality is within a commuting area
or not. However, average commuting distances differ with gender and level of education.
According to Statistics Denmark, the commuting area for Copenhagen is larger for highly
skilled than for low-skilled individuals [43], and commuting areas increase over time.

In the second part of the analysis, we focus on migration patterns of migrants moving
further away than the commuting area. These migrants can resettle in municipalities with
different characteristics. Thus, we allocate all municipalities to one of four categories
based on their overall degree of urbanization. This division was developed in co-operation
between the Ministry of Interior, Ministry of Health and Ministry of Food, Agriculture and
Fisheries in 2011 based on several characteristics, such as level of urbanization, demog-
raphy, educational level, economy and development [44] (Figure 2). Using this division
allows nuances in how to analyse the migration patterns of people moving far away from
Copenhagen and the labour market that it offers. At the same time, it allows us to study
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which differences that can be identified between people moving outside the commuting
area of Copenhagen but into an intermediary, rural or peripheral area compared to those
who ‘just’ move to an urban municipality in Jutland or Funen.

We use a multinomial logit model (MNL) to analyse counter-urban migrants’ choice
between four different moving destinations in ’rest of Denmark’: (1) Urban municipality,
(2) intermediary municipality, (3) Rural municipality and (4) peripheral municipality. The
interpretation depends on a referent alternative. We choose “(1) Urban municipality” as
the referent alternative in the following analysis. Thus, the results should be interpreted as
the probability of moving to intermediary, rural or peripheral municipalities, respectively,
relative to moving to an urban municipality. The probability of moving to destination j
by individual i is expressed in terms of upbringing municipality di, vectors of observable
demographic characteristics xi, socio-economic characteristics zi, and parameters α, δ, β, γ,
to be estimated.

The following multinomial logit model is estimated:

P(i chooses j) = exp
(
Vij

)
/ ∑

k
exp

(
Vij

)
, where Vij = dijαj + x’

iβ j + z’
iγj

Vij is interpreted as a utility term, where d1i − d4i are dummy variables that comprise
information of the type of upbringing municipality: urban, intermediate, rural or peripheral,
respectively. The vector xi comprises the individual characteristics gender, age, family type
and residential size. The vector zi comprises socio-economic variables such as highest
completed education, income, attachment to the labour market and a dummy indicating
if the individual works in the public sector. The parameters are estimated by maximum
likelihood methods.

We estimate two different models with slightly different samples: Model A and
Model B. Model A contains all individuals in our sample who moved from Copenhagen at
some point in the time period studied. Model B contains the subgroup for whom we have
information on the type of municipality they lived in at the age of 15. Model B allows us
to examine the impact of upbringing municipality on counter-urban migrants’ choice of
moving destination; hence, Model B is our preferred model. We present the results from
Model B in Section 4.2 and the results from Model A in Appendix D Table A4.

4. Counter-Urban Migration in the Case of Copenhagen: Who Moves Out of
Copenhagen, Where to and Why?

In the last century, Copenhagen has developed along the same lines as many other
larger European cities, having had a steadily growing population that peaked in the early
1950s at close to 900,000 inhabitants. Thereafter, the city experienced a marked process
of suburbanisation and industrial transformation, resulting in a decline of more than
300,000 inhabitants to 550,000 inhabitants by the early 1990s. The majority migrated to the
suburban areas around Copenhagen, but from 1970, the region also witnessed an increase
in migration out of the functional urban area. Deindustrialisation, rising unemployment,
economic stagnation, fiscal problems and declining population marked the 1970s and
1980s. However, the knowledge economy, with its growth in knowledge-intensive services,
together with major public investments from the late 1990s changed Copenhagen in terms
of its growing population, extended physical infrastructure, growth in employment and
thriving private sector, which has dominated since then [45,46]. From the 1990s onwards,
Copenhagen has experienced a new period of population growth, reaching more than
730,000 inhabitants in 2020. However, while the population growth of the last century was
to a large extent dominated by domestic migration into Copenhagen, the last two decades
have been dominated more by natural growth rates and international migration, while
domestic net outmigration has been evident from 2000–2007 and again from 2015 [47].
However, Copenhagen, like many other places, is characterised by constant movements
of inhabitants moving in and out of the city. During the last two decades, housing costs
have increased extraordinarily in Copenhagen; moving out of central parts of the larger
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Copenhagen area easily reduces housing costs up to 50 percent. Thus, in the following
sections, we will consider the characteristics and patterns of those who move out of the city
and explore the motives of counter-urban migrants in particular.

4.1. Who Moves?

Figure 3 shows the development in outmigration from Copenhagen between 2005
and 2020 for people between the ages of 25 and 65. The migrants are divided into three
categories, based on the moving destination. The changes in outmigration are shown in
a percentage, where year 2005 acts as the base year (index 100) to which all migration in
the subsequent period is related. The figure shows that the level of outmigration from
Copenhagen decreased following the economic recession in 2008 and did not come back to
the same level until 2020. Within this period especially, migration to the commuting area
has undergone the most marked change, whereas changes in moves to the suburbs or to
the rest of Denmark have been less significant.

Figure 3. Development in outmigration from Copenhagen between 2005 and 2020, divided by
destination. The changes are shown in percentage (2005 = index 100). The numbers comprise people
between 25 and 65 years of age who moved out of Copenhagen.

In total, approximately 19,000 individuals aged between 25 and 65 years, moved
out of Copenhagen in 2005 (see Appendix A, Table A1), whereas the number of counter-
urban migrants decreased to about 14,000 individuals in 2012. In 2005, approximately
5000 relocated to municipalities within commuting distance of Copenhagen, and in 2012,
this number had decreased to about 3000 individuals. Approximately 10,500 moved to
the suburbs in 2005, whereas in 2012 the number was 8500. In 2005, 3600 people moved
to the rest of Denmark, and in 2012 this figure was 2900. In 2020, overall moves out of
Copenhagen, as well as moves to the suburbs, were back at the 2005 level. The number of
people who moved to a commuting area was still slightly below the 2005 level, whereas the
total number who moved to the ´rest of Denmark’ had increased above the 2005 level (See
Appendix A, Table A1).
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In the following section, we describe what characterises those who move out of
Copenhagen. The counter-urban migrants are characterised by a larger fraction of males,
they are younger on average, and they are more likely to be employed and hold a long-cycle
education than the non-movers. Among movers, there is a larger share who are couples
with children. On the contrary, there as a smaller fraction of singles with children among
the movers compared to the non-movers (see Appendix B, Table A2).

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics of the total population between the ages of 25 and
65 years who moved out of Copenhagen. The first column describes the overall mean of the
migrants, while the second, third and fourth columns presents the migrants’ characteristics
divided by choice of moving destination. We compare migrants who moved to a suburban
municipality, those who moved to a municipality in Copenhagen’s commuting area and
those who moved outside the Copenhagen commuting area, which we define as ‘rest of
Denmark’. A noteworthy difference is that a larger share of those moving to an area outside
the commuting area are singles without children, about 40 percent compared to only 24
to 27 percent of those who moved to suburban and commuting area, respectively. This
group is also slightly older on average than those who moved to either a suburban area
or a municipality within the commuting area. One reason for this pattern may be that
migrants moving to the rest of Denmark consist of a larger share of people who have
recently completed an education and who are moving in search of a place to start their
careers. In support of this, Table 1 shows that a larger share of students and nonworking
individuals moved to ‘rest of Denmark’ relative to the two other areas.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the total population (age 25–65 years) who moved out of Copenhagen
between 2005–2017.

All Moves
from CPH Moving Destination

Total
Population

Suburban
Municipality

Commuting
Area

Rest of
Denmark

Municipality type
Move to urban
municipality 0.716 0.907 **** 0.571 **** 0.373

(0.451) (0.291) (0.495) (0.484)
Move to intermediary
municipality 0.154 0.093 **** 0.320 **** 0.116

(0.361) (0.291) (0.467) (0.320)
Move to rural
municipality 0.098 0.000 **** 0.109 **** 0.353

(0.297) (0.000) (0.312) (0.478)
Move to peripheral
municipality 0.032 0.000 **** 0.000 **** 0.158

(0.175) (0.000) (0.000) (0.365)
Municipality type @ 15 years of age

From urban
municipality @ 15 0.611 0.702 **** 0.603 **** 0.384

(0.487) (0.457) (0.489) (0.486)
From intermediary
municipality @ 15 0.124 0.097 **** 0.184 **** 0.128

(0.330) (0.296) (0.388) (0.334)
From rural
municipality @ 15 0.189 0.143 **** 0.158 **** 0.348

(0.392) (0.350) (0.365) (0.476)
From peripheral
municipality @ 15 0.075 0.059 **** 0.055 **** 0.141

(0.263) (0.235) (0.227) (0.348)
Women 0.477 0.486 0.483 **** 0.487 ***

(0.500) (0.500) (0.500) (0.500)
Age 36.6 36.6 **** 36.4 **** 38.0

(9.5) (8.9) (10.4) (9.6)
Family type

Single w/o child 0.279 0.239 **** 0.266 **** 0.406
(0.449) (0.426) (0.442) (0.491)

Single with one child 0.029 0.031 **** 0.027 0.026
(0.167) (0.173) (0.161) (0.160)

Single with multiple
children 0.017 0.019 **** 0.015 ** 0.013

(0.129) (0.136) (0.122) (0.115)
Couple w/o child 0.375 0.378 **** 0.398 **** 0.339
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Table 1. Cont.

All Moves
from CPH Moving Destination

Total
Population

Suburban
Municipality

Commuting
Area

Rest of
Denmark

(0.484) (0.485) (0.490) (0.473)
Couple with one
child 0.180 0.199 **** 0.172 **** 0.138

(0.384) (0.399) (0.377) (0.345)
Couple with multiple
children 0.120 0.134 **** 0.122 **** 0.077

(0.325) (0.341) (0.327) (0.267)
Residential size per person (m2) 85.1 75.6 **** 102.1 **** 90.5

(311.2) (267.2) (460.5) (152.7)
Highest achieved education

Compulsory
education 0.142 0.138 0.153 **** 0.139

(0.349) (0.345) (0.360) (0.346)
General upper
secondary education 0.118 0.107 **** 0.112 **** 0.157

(0.323) (0.310) (0.315) (0.364)
Vocational education 0.240 0.246 **** 0.259 **** 0.200

(0.427) (0.431) (0.438) (0.400)
Short-cycle education 0.057 0.060 **** 0.055 *** 0.051

(0.232) (0.238) (0.228) (0.220)
Medium-cycle
education 0.240 0.222 **** 0.249 **** 0.278

(0.427) (0.415) (0.433) (0.448)
Long-cycle education 0.202 0.226 **** 0.173 0.174

(0.402) (0.418) (0.378) (0.379)
Gross income (10,000 DKK) 36.343 38.705 **** 35.501 **** 30.897

(18.611) (19.069) (17.406) (17.520)
Labour market attachment

Working 0.817 0.866 **** 0.802 **** 0.700
(0.387) (0.340) (0.398) (0.458)

Student 0.038 0.026 **** 0.031 **** 0.079
(0.191) (0.159) (0.174) (0.270)

Nonworking 0.145 0.108 **** 0.167 **** 0.220
(0.352) (0.310) (0.373) (0.415)

Work in public sector 0.270 0.261 **** 0.280 0.283
(0.444) (0.439) (0.449) (0.450)

Observations 210,085 115,758 52,196 42,131

Note: Table 1 presents the mean value of each variable. The standard deviations are in parentheses. t-tests are
conducted to test for statistically significant differences between the population groups who move to different
destinations. The groups moving to “Suburban” and “Commuting area”, respectively, are tested against “Rest of
Denmark”. ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01, **** p < 0.001. The numbers describe out-migrants between the years 2005
and 2017.

Table 1 also shows that a larger share of migrants who moved to the rest of Denmark
had a medium-cycle education, about 28 percent. On the contrary, the largest share of
migrants with a long-cycle education is found among those who moved to a suburban
municipality, namely about 23 percent compared to 17 percent of those who moved to
other destination.

The migrants who moved to the rest of Denmark are relatively well educated, with
about 45 percent holding a medium-or long-cycle education and 20 percent holding a
vocational education. Figure 4 shows the development in education level among indi-
viduals who moved out of Copenhagen between 2005 and 2020. The figures shows that
the number of people with a long-cycle education who moved out of Copenhagen has
increased by 60 percent from 2005 to 2020. During the same period, the number of counter-
urban migrants who held a compulsory education, general upper secondary education or a
vocational education decreased by about 40 percent.

One reason for the increasing share of highly educated migrants to ‘the rest of Denmark’
may be related to major changes in the labour market in recent decades, with an increase in
the demand for highly skilled labour outside of the major urban areas as well, partly fuelled
by the rationalisation and automation of work processes in the wake of the economic crisis
in 2008. In addition, the public-sector job market has been undergoing substantial changes
the last decade. First, a large generation of publicly employed individuals will be retiring
in these years due to age, making room for younger, more highly educated people to enter
the job market, not only in central parts of the country, but across all types of regions.
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Secondly, a reform of municipalities in Denmark in 2006 reduced their number from 290 to
98. As the new larger municipalities have been consolidated since 2006, this has opened
up a demand for new types of jobs, especially in rural and peripheral municipalities. This
again has provided an opportunity for young, well-educated individuals to move to out of
the urban areas and enter jobs that match their competences. Thirdly, a large relocation
plan of public-sector jobs was launched by the national government in 2015 in an attempt
to generate more balanced development across Denmark and to fuel growth outside the
major urban areas. This relocation plan created opportunities for highly skilled jobs, among
other types, especially in intermediary and rural areas. These developments are a likely
explanation for data showing that 28 percent of migrants to ‘the rest of Denmark’ are
employed within the public sector. The influence of the relocation of public-sector jobs has
been shown to be important by Hansen and Aner [14] and Sandow and Lundholm [15],
and was also described as a motive by some of the migrants:

My spouse was offered an exciting job in relation to the relocation of public-sector jobs to
a place where she grew up.

Figure 4. Development in education level among individuals who moved out of Copenhagen
between 2005 and 2020. The changes are shown in percentage (2005 = index 100). The numbers
comprise people between 25 and 65 years of age who moved to “rest of Denmark” from Copenhagen.

Another likely cause of the increase in migrants with medium-or long-cycle education
is the increase in young people moving from all places in the country to pursue a university
degree in Copenhagen. For this reason, more people with a long-cycle education are also
likely to move back after completing their education. Despite the fact that the majority of
higher education graduates stay in Copenhagen after graduation (about 65 percent lived in
the city 10 years after graduation [48]) there is also a substantial share of highly educated
individuals who leave the city. Our survey of migrants leaving Copenhagen to move to
rural or peripheral municipalities shows that a common reason for moving is a wish to
return to where one grew up, as expressed here:

I became a mother, finished my studies, and wanted to get away from the Copenhagen
and back to a village I knew from my childhood in Lolland . . . I saw many in my social
circles leave the city to move to another city or a village like I did.

Another respondent said:
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We moved away from Copenhagen to get away from big-city life. There was too much
noise, pollution, too many people, (it was) too hectic and (there was) not enough nature etc.
We wanted to give our children the same safe surroundings and upbringing as ourselves.

Approximately 14.5 percent of the migrants were not in employment nor undertaking
an education. This indicates that migration patterns are diverse in terms of education and
skills, supporting findings by Skifter Andersen [49] and Nørgaard, et al. [13]. According to
Lindgren [34] and Aner and Hansen [37], for example, a desire for affordable housing may
be a reason for migrating to less urbanised settings. A great many of the respondents in our
survey point to housing prices as an important reason for moving to rural and peripheral
areas, stressing that buying housing in these areas represents more value for money. This is
combined with a desire for lower housing costs, which offers more economic freedom and
a better work–life balance, as expressed here:

We moved from Copenhagen to Møn (small island) because we could not afford a decent
house in Copenhagen, needed more space and possibly to work less. And we also have
family in Møn.

Another one said:

We had a son and needed more space, while also wanting a life with a slower pace and
without two full-time jobs so we could be present for our boy.

Finally, Table 1 provides us with indications of the relationship between the destination
of migrant activity and where migrants lived previously at the age of 15. It shows that a
significantly higher share of those who moved to ‘rest of Denmark’ grew up in a rural or
peripheral municipality, which indicates that many seek to go back to areas similar to where
they grew up. This is also evident in many descriptions in our survey, as expressed here:

We just had a child and wanted to move to Fyn, where both of us grew up, in order
to be closer to grandparents and because we didn’t want our daughter to grow up
in Copenhagen.

Another respondent said: “We have ‘come home’. Have chosen to move and knew it
was a compromise”.

4.2. Where Do Counter-Urban Migrants Move to and Why?

In the second part of the analysis, we describe where the counter-urban migrants
move to, and the most common explanations of why they move.

In this study, we argue that counter-urban migration includes only migration outside
the commuting area of Copenhagen to increase the possibility that migration activity is
not just a move to a new place, but also a move to be independent of the Copenhagen job
market, etc. However, the rest of Denmark also covers larger cities such as Aarhus, Odense,
and Aalborg and a number of medium-size provincial cities. Thus, moving to the rest of
Denmark does not necessarily involve a move to a non-urban setting. In order to examine
the association between socio-demographic characteristics and moving destination, we
divide the destination municipalities in ‘rest of Denmark’ into four categories: urban,
intermediary, rural and peripheral, as described in Section 3.

Figure 5 shows the development in outmigration from Copenhagen between 2005
and 2020, divided by municipality type of the moving destination. We see that all types
of municipalities experienced a decline in the number of migrants who moved from
Copenhagen in the years following the great recession. Rural and peripheral municipalities
especially have had the largest decline compared to 2005, while urban- and intermediary
municipalities have had a less marked decline. (The total number of counter-urban migrants
is presented in Appendix C, Table A3.)
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Figure 5. Development in outmigration from Copenhagen between 2005 and 2020, divided by
municipality type of the moving destination. The changes are shown in percentage (2005 = index 100).
The numbers comprise people between 25 and 65 years of age who moved to “rest of Denmark”
from Copenhagen.

Between 2012 and 2020, the trend shifted, and all municipality types received an
increasing number of migrants from Copenhagen. In 2020 all types of municipalities had
grown beyond the 2005 level. This pattern indicates that rural and peripheral munici-
palities are more sensitive to economic fluctuations relative to urban and intermediary
municipalities. In addition, we see that by 2020 the number of counter-urban migrants who
moved to intermediary municipalities had increased by 15 percent compared to 2005.

To improve our understanding of the association between individual characteristics
and moving destination, we apply a multinominal logit model (MNL), as described in
Section 3. Here, we focus solely on those individuals who moved from Copenhagen to
‘rest of Denmark’ between 2005–2017. We estimate the likelihood of moving to a given
municipality type in relation to moving to an urban municipality among migrants who
moved to ‘rest of Denmark. Table 2 presents the results for a subgroup of the population,
namely those for whom we have information of their places of residence at the age of 15,
in total N = 34,289. This is our preferred model, as we wish to investigate the association
between choice of moving destination and social relations and living experiences earlier in
one’s life course. The parameter estimates for the total population (N= 42,131) are presented
in Appendix C Table A3. In the following section, we present the results from the MNL
model alongside the insights from the qualitative survey.

Table 2. Association between individual characteristics and moving destination, 2005–2017.

Moving Destination
(Ref. = Urban Municipality)

Intermediary
Municipality

Rural
Municipality

Peripheral
Municipality

Women (ref. = men) 0.073 * −0.017 −0.009
−(0.039) −(0.028) −(0.039)

Age 0.166 **** −0.014 −0.079 **
−0.047) −(0.031) −(0.039)

Age2 −0.002 *** 0.001 ** 0.002 ****
−(0.001) (0.000) −(0.001)

Family type (ref. = single without children)
Single with one child 0.417 *** 0.339 **** 0.565 ****

−(0.129) −(0.090) −(0.111)
Single with multiple
children 0.615 *** 0.845 **** 1.276 ****

−(0.203) -(0.138) −(0.156)
Couple w/o child 0.350 **** 0.107 **** 0.033

−(0.047) −(0.032) −(0.046)
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Table 2. Cont.

Moving Destination
(Ref. = Urban Municipality)

Intermediary
Municipality

Rural
Municipality

Peripheral
Municipality

Couple with one child 0.777 **** 0.490 **** 0.350 ****
−(0.060) −(0.044) −(0.062)

Couple with multiple
children 0.976 **** 0.726 **** 0.820 ****

−(0.077) −(0.058) −(0.075)
Residential size per person (m2) 0.003 **** 0.004 **** 0.004 ****

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Highest achieved education (ref. = compulsory education)

General upper secondary
education −0.553 **** −0.697 **** −0.815 ****

−(0.080) −(0.053) −(0.070)
Vocational education −0.142 * −0.280 **** −0.327 ****

−(0.077) −(0.053) −(0.067)
Short-cycle education −0.336 **** −0.604 **** −0.969 ****

−(0.101) −(0.072) −(0.104)
Medium-cycle education −0.437 **** −0.743 **** −0.967 ****

−(0.074) −(0.051) −(0.066)
Long-cycle education −0.680 **** −1.109 **** −1.173 ****

−(0.081) −(0.057) −(0.076)
Gross income (in 10,000 DKK) 0.020 **** 0.013 **** 0.001

−(0.004) −(0.003) −(0.004)
Gross income2 (in 10,000 DKK) −0.000 **** −0.000 **** −0.000 ****

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Labour market attachment (ref. = working)

Student −0.360 **** −0.319 **** −0.713 ****
−(0.084) −(0.054) −(0.081)

Nonworking 0.109 * 0.182 **** 0.164 ***
−(0.059) −(0.041) −(0.053)

Dummy for working in the public sector
(ref. = work in private sector) −0.090 ** 0.179 **** 0.193 ****

−(0.044) −(0.031) −(0.044)
Municipality type at age 15 (ref. = urban municipality)

Intermediary municipality
@ 15 years of age 2.072 **** 0.309 **** 0.194 ***

−(0.050) −(0.048) −(0.069)
Rural municipality
@ 15 years of age 0.637 **** 1.291 **** −0.086

−(0.049) −(0.031) −(0.053)
Peripheral municipality
@ 15 years of age 0.733 **** 0.695 **** 2.226 ****

−(0.068) −(0.047) −(0.049)

Year fixed effects (2005–2017) X X X
Constant −5.949 **** −1.304 ** −0.975

−0.795) −(0.534) −(0.682)

Observations 34,289 34,289 34,289
R2 0.123 0.123 0.123

Note: Table 2 presents the log odds of moving to a given municipality type, in relation to moving to an urban
municipality (reference category), from a multinomial logit model. The estimates comprise only the sub-population
who moves from Copenhagen to “the rest of Denmark”. Standard errors are in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05,
*** p < 0.01, **** p < 0.001.

One of the most frequent reasons for moving is associated with family formation. The
results in Tables 1 and 2 both confirm that family type is strongly associated with moving
destination. Table 1 showed that the majority of those who moved to ‘rest of Denmark’ were
singles without children (41%). However, the singles who moved to ‘rest of Denmark’ were
much more likely to move to an urban municipality compared to the other municipality
types. Table 2 also shows that individuals with multiple children are significantly more
likely to move to a peripheral municipality—especially singles with multiple children.

Our survey also confirms that moving away from the city is related to a phase of life
in which one has one’s first child or more children. The most common motive for moving
is thus related to a need for larger housing and a desire for more space both inside and
outside the residence. This strongly coincides with the desire to live in the countryside or a
small town, as expressed here:

We moved because we wanted our children to grow up close to nature and to (the chil-
dren’s) grandparents in a well-functioning rural community with a feeling of togetherness.
We very much liked our apartment in Nørrebro (central urban district in Copenhagen),
the surroundings and local environment, but needed more space with two children and
wanted them to have a childhood close to nature.
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This quote, like other respondents cited earlier in the paper, shows that being close to
one’s own or one’s partner’s parents and children’s grandparent is an important motive
for migrating. Thus, it is not merely a wish for nature and the countryside generally, but
for a specific countryside where parents and possibly other family and friends live. Many
respondents rather express a specific wish to return to the place where they grew up.

The importance of social relations and living experiences earlier in one’s life course
is confirmed by the results from the MNL model in Table 2. The results show a strong
association between upbringing municipality and choice of moving destination, e.g., we
see that individuals who lived in a peripheral municipality when they were 15 years old
are more likely to move to a peripheral municipality, all else being equal. In addition,
the model’s explanatory power (measured by R2) increases from 4 percent to 12 percent
when upbringing municipality is included in the model (see Appendix D, Table A4 for a
comparison).

Finally, we find that socio-economic characteristics are associated with choice of
moving destination. Counter-urban migrants who held a long-cycle education were less
likely to move to an intermediary, rural or peripheral municipality compared to an urban
municipality. Furthermore, the results show that students who moved to ‘rest of Denmark’
were more likely to move to an urban municipality, where nonworking individuals were
more likely to move to rural or peripheral municipality, compared to individuals who
were employed.

The relatively higher cost of living in cities was also pointed out in the survey. One
respondent stressed the balance between living in an expensive city and living outside
urban areas and being left with more disposable income after the regular expenses have
been paid:

It’s expensive to live in the city, which doesn’t allow economies for doing things with
your family, such as travelling, going to a restaurant etc. There are immeasurable options
in the city that you have to navigate and choose between, which I experience as stressful
in terms of leisure activities, cultural events, seeing friends and family etc.

Although job opportunities are clearly concentrated in and around the big cities,
especially for those with an academic background, a large proportion of the respondents
describe starting a new job as a motive for moving to the countryside, and some even
mention better job opportunities there as a reason to move. Others state that they moved to
be closer to their or their partner’s job:

We moved from Frederiksberg (urban neighbourhood in Copenhagen) to Svendborg (small
town in Funen) because of a unique job opportunity in Odense (main city in Funen).

The multinominal logit model shows that migrants who worked in the public sector are
more likely to move to a rural or peripheral municipality compared to those who worked
in the private sector. This corresponds with the findings of Hansen and Aner [14] and
Sandow and Lundholm [15], who, based on research in Denmark and Sweden, respectively,
point to a potential relationship between migration into rural and peripheral areas and
the allocation of public-sector jobs. This is not directly evident from our survey, but some
respondents explain their move based on getting a new job as follows:

Primarily because of work. Also a personal desire to get away from the city and move
back to where I grew up.

Another respondent said:

I finished studying and got a job in another part of the country.

Additionally, the importance of jobs of spouses was evident in the case of some
respondents, e.g.,

My wife got a new job in Viborg municipality. We moved there from the municipality of
Copenhagen (because of the job) but also to come home to Jutland.
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In sum, our analysis has shown that family type, socio-economic characteristics and
social relations and upbringing area are important for the choice of moving destination. In
our survey, the majority of respondents migrating from Copenhagen to rural and peripheral
municipalities in the rest of Denmark describe a wide range of interrelated motives for
moving, confirming findings from earlier studies of counter-urban migration. Thus, we find
the need for more living space and a wish for a house with a garden to be dominant motives,
along with economic considerations in favour of buying a cheap house in a rural setting,
as confirmed by Sandow and Lundholm [15]. More accidental unsystematic explanations
for migration, such as falling in love and moving in with a partner or getting divorced, are
also evident from the responses.

While job and career possibilities are far from always being stressed in the survey re-
sponses, it may simply be taken for granted as an enabling factor, as stressed by, e.g., Coulter
and Scott [50], Niedomysl and Hansen [51] and Hansen and Aner [14]. However, this could
also be evidence that economic motives come second to non-economic motives, as demon-
strated by, e.g., Halfacree [18], who found that while a job may initially be presented as
the main reason for moving, it became clear in interviews that a specific place had been
chosen and that the search for a new job was centred around this. In accordance with much
research on counter-urban migration, e.g., Aner [35] and Nørgaard, et al. [13], the survey
shows that respondents clearly stress the importance of nature, and some also of living
in a small community, as important when moving to rural places. Not least, the survey
confirmed findings from previous studies, e.g., Ní Laoire [27], Hidalgo and Hernandez [28],
and Cuba and Hummon [29], stressing that family and social relations were very important
motives for counter-urban migration, but for some migrants it was also a desire to try
something new by moving to places without prior connections. The desire to be close to
parents, grandparents or friends, especially when having children, was a substantial motive
for many respondents. As also pointed out by, e.g., Ærø, et al. [41], this might be due to a
wish to return to one’s roots, thus demonstrating a strong bond with particular places.

5. Conclusions

Counter-urbanisation is a term that covers a complex number of relations and pro-
cesses related to migration flows from larger cities to exurbia, that is, to areas outside the
functional urban region. In this article, the concept includes relocations that take place
from Copenhagen to areas west of the Greater Belt (approximately 150 km from central
Copenhagen). Counter-urban migration represents a tiny share of all moves related to the
constant exchange of people between various municipalities. However, although mod-
est in size, they are of great importance to rural areas and their development. They are
also important to maintain well-functioning local communities; therefore, counter-urban
migration is an important process.

Our study shows that counter-urban migrants who move to the periphery are not
decisively different from anyone else who moves. Our study also shows that, as expected,
the motives for migrating found here are almost unchanged from the motives identified
in previous studies: young people move away from home to both acquire an education
and find work, form partnerships and eventually become families with children, thereby
needing more space. What has changed is the interregional balance of employment,
educational opportunities and relative costs of accommodation. The number of academic
counter urbanization migrants has increased by 60 percent from 2005 to 2020, which ceteris
paribus provide a better-educated labour force also outside the largest cities. Here, we
suggest that the public sector plays an important role, as the need for new competences
in the relatively new and larger municipalities and the relocation of government jobs has
provided an increase in graduate jobs in peripheral regions as well.

Rural districts receive a third of all migrants from Copenhagen to the rest of Denmark.
Employment opportunities are of course important, but so is the possibility of moving
into detached housing and living close to friends and relatives. In addition, the desire to
be close to nature, peace and quiet, and the existence of a local community are stated as



Sustainability 2022, 14, 6516 18 of 22

important motives. Finally, for a substantial proportion of the ‘counter-urban migrants’,
there is a wish to return to the place of upbringing, either one’s own or one’s partner’s.
Thus, many factors influence when an individual or household decides to relocate. Any
decision is in the end the outcome of balancing options and preferences.

The changes in out-migration from the largest cities during the last ten to fifteen
years show a clear relationship with economic conditions: in times of upturn, sizeable
decentralization takes place, but in times of downturn (e.g., 2008–2015) we witness the
opposite trend, probably strongly influenced by developments in the housing and labour
markets. The crisis years stand out, with less relocation from the big cities compared to the
periods before and after. Yet, from 2016, the pattern is back to that before the recession in
2008: favourable economic conditions increase property prices in the larger cities and force
many families with growing space needs further away, e.g., into the suburbs. However, a
smaller group wants to move away from the larger cities and settle in rural settings outside
the commuting areas of the big cities. These migrants are an important precondition for
the continued development of the peripheral areas and thereby counter-urban migration.
Their motives for moving form an important contribution to the future economic and social
sustainability of rural and peripheral areas.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Number of people (aged 25–65 years old) who moved out of Copenhagen, divided by
destination, 2005–2020.

Suburbs Commuting Area Rest of Denmark Total

2005 10,449 4998 3624 19,071
2006 10,648 5406 3613 19,667
2007 8506 4929 3718 17,153
2008 8482 4216 4002 16,700
2009 8850 3689 3453 15,992
2010 8936 3211 2913 15,060
2011 9116 3145 3033 15,294
2012 8471 2939 2896 14,306
2013 8799 3046 2825 14,670
2014 9373 3228 2948 15,549
2015 10,025 3612 2949 16,586
2016 10,361 4149 3155 17,665
2017 9407 3905 3399 16,711
2018 9833 4259 3380 17,472
2019 8992 3977 3298 16,267
2020 10,505 4668 3798 18,971

Total 150,753 63,377 53,004 267,134
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Appendix B

Table A2. Descriptive statistics of movers and non-movers, 2005–2017.

Non-Movers Movers

Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev

Municipality type @ 15 years of age
From urban municipality @ 15 0.660 0.474 0.611 0.487
From intermediary
municipality @ 15 0.110 0.313 0.124 0.330

From rural municipality @ 15 0.166 0.372 0.189 0.392
From peripheral municipality
@ 15 0.064 0.245 0.075 0.263

Women 0.501 0.500 0.486 0.500
Age 41.315 11.955 36.560 9.464
Family type

Single w/o child 0.425 0.494 0.279 0.449
Single with one child 0.034 0.182 0.029 0.167
Single with multiple children 0.018 0.135 0.017 0.129
Couple w/o child 0.276 0.447 0.375 0.484
Couple with one child 0.116 0.320 0.180 0.384
Couple with multiple children 0.131 0.337 0.120 0.325

Residential size per person (m2) 58.472 92.372 85.147 311.159
Highest achieved education

Elementary school 0.175 0.380 0.142 0.349
General upper secondary
education 0.129 0.336 0.118 0.323

Vocational education 0.230 0.421 0.240 0.427
Short-cycle education 0.046 0.210 0.057 0.232
Medium-cycle education 0.236 0.425 0.240 0.427
Long-cycle education 0.183 0.387 0.202 0.402

Gross income (10,000 DKK) 345,387 188,079 363,433 186,112
Labour market attachment

Working 0.763 0.425 0.817 0.387
Student 0.036 0.187 0.038 0.191
Nonworking 0.200 0.400 0.145 0.352

Work in public 0.273 0.445 0.270 0.444

Observations 4,380,183 210,085

Appendix C

Table A3. Number of people (aged 25–65 years old) who moved from Copenhagen to “rest of
Denmark”, divided by municipality type of destination, 2005–2020.

Urban
Municipality

Suburban
Municipality

Rural
Municipality

Peripheral
Municipality Total

2005 1356 388 1340 540 3624
2006 1325 456 1283 549 3613
2007 1332 492 1375 519 3718
2008 1429 508 1488 577 4002
2009 1321 449 1203 480 3453
2010 1217 354 933 409 2913
2011 1279 361 1011 382 3033
2012 1140 315 1046 395 2896
2013 1137 302 1013 373 2825
2014 1206 348 1029 365 2948
2015 1180 328 966 475 2949
2016 1302 378 1023 452 3155
2017 1338 383 1199 479 3399
2018 1292 385 1193 510 3380
2019 1297 393 1144 464 3298
2020 1399 449 1394 556 3798

Total 20,550 6289 18,640 7525 53,004
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Appendix D

Table A4. Association between individual characteristics and moving destination, 2005–2017.

Moving Destination
(Ref. = Urban Municipality)

Intermediary
Municipality

Rural
Municipality

Peripheral
Municipality

Women (ref. = men) 0.064 * −0.008 0.006
−(0.035) −(0.024) −(0.032)

Age 0.065 **** 0.029 ** 0.089 ****
−(0.016) −(0.011) −(0.013)

Age2 −0.001 *** 0.000 −0.000 *
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Family type (ref. = single without children)
Single with one child 0.279 ** 0.239 *** 0.409 ****

−(0.112) −(0.078) −(0.093)
Single with multiple
children 0.291 * 0.471 **** 0.752 ****

−(0.165) −(0.111) −(0.125)
Couple w/o child 0.258 **** 0.065 ** 0.060 *

−(0.041) −(0.028) −(0.036)
Couple with one child 0.649 **** 0.397 **** 0.256 ****

−(0.053) −(0.039) −(0.053)
Couple with multiple
children 0.789 **** 0.556 **** 0.647 ****

−(0.067) −(0.052) −(0.063)
Residential size per person (m2) 0.002 **** 0.002 **** 0.002 ****

(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)
Highest achieved education (ref. = elementary school)

High school −0.392 **** −0.499 **** −0.705 ****
−(0.069) −(0.046) −(0.058)

Vocational education −0.012 −0.096 ** −0.207 ****
−(0.065) −(0.044) −(0.052)

Short-cycle education −0.176 ** −0.400 **** −0.812 ****
−(0.088) −(0.062) −(0.084)

Medium-cycle education −0.249 **** −0.524 **** −0.761 ****
−(0.063) −(0.043) −(0.052)

Long-cycle education −0.502 **** −0.873 **** −1.107 ****
−(0.068) −(0.048) −(0.060)

Gross income (in 10,000 DKK) 0.019 **** 0.012 **** 0.007 **
−(0.003) −(0.002) −(0.003)

Gross income2 (in 10,000 DKK) −0.000 **** −0.000 **** −0.000 ****
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Labour market attachment (ref. = working)
Student −0.371 **** −0.380 **** −0.613 ****

−(0.077) −(0.049) −(0.072)
Nonworking 0.075 0.071 ** 0.100 **

−(0.050) −(0.035) −(0.042)
Dummy for working in the public sector
(ref. = work in private sector) −0.074 * 0.159 **** 0.249 ****

−(0.040) −(0.028) −(0.037)

Year fixed effects X X X
Constant −3.272 **** −1.169 **** −3.211 ****

−(0.330) −(0.228) −(0.279)

Observations 42,131 42,131 42,131
R2 0.043 0.043 0.043

Note: Appendix table D presents the log odds of moving to a given municipality type, in relation to moving to
an urban municipality (ref.), from a multinomial logit model. The estimates comprise only the sub-population
who moves from Copenhagen to “the rest of Denmark”. Standard errors are in parentheses. * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05,
*** p < 0.01, **** p < 0.001.
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