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This thesis investigates the complex relationship between residential segregation and social
integration. The dominant discourse in Sweden and Europe sees residential segregation
as hindering socioeconomic and cultural integration, creating parallel societies and even
threatening the social cohesion of European societies. Residential segregation might be a sign
of social exclusion and discrimination, but it might also result from informed choices to self-
segregate into particular neighbourhoods. Minority ethnic clustering, some argue, might have
positive attributes, such as providing access to social capital embedded in ethnic communities.
This thesis analyses the relationship between segregation and integration from the perspectives
of two research traditions: drivers of segregation and neighbourhood effects. The thesis
employs individual annual Swedish registry data and a k-nearest neighbour approach to identify
residential neighbourhood contexts.

Paper I studies the out-mobility of three cohorts of young adults from large housing estates
(LHEs) in Stockholm County against the backdrop of increasing inequality, stigmatization, and
deteriorating conditions in these areas. From 1990 to 2014, income became more and ethnicity
less important in explaining mobility. However, it is the combination of the two that determined
sorting for all cohorts. The study also clarifies how different neighbourhood conditions within
LHEs affect sorting patterns.

Paper II analyses the residential mobility of immigrants towards native-dominated
neighbourhoods. The study concludes that ethnic hierarchies strongly shape residential
outcomes and increased income alone does not necessarily translate into residential mobility.
However, spatial integration can be facilitated by a better housing market position at the start
of the housing career in Sweden, improved socioeconomic outcomes, and residing outside
metropolitan areas.

Paper III examines the potential of ethnic economic capital in the neighbourhood (measured
as share of employed co-ethnics) to bolster employment prospects. The results of the multi-
scalar analysis of four immigrant groups show that an increase in ethnic economic capital can
have a positive effect on immigrant males’ employment prospects, but the effect size varies
between groups and neighbourhood scales.

The main conclusion of this thesis is that the relationship between residential segregation and
social integration is not straightforward, but rather is complex and nuanced. It varies between
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spatial scale of neighbourhood context measurements. This thesis demonstrates the usefulness of
employing flexible scalable individual neighbourhoods in conceptualising space when studying
social processes.
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1. Introduction 

This thesis starts from the dominant Swedish (and European) 
conception that residential segregation is evidence of ‘integration 
failure’. In this discourse, integration is typically defined as 
participation in the labour market,1 which is also one of the main 
integration aims of the Swedish state, i.e., to get as many 
newcomers as possible, as quickly as possible, into employment 
(Andersson et al. 2018, Kogan 2006). Policy makers assume that 
once a migrant starts participating in the labour market (i.e., 
becomes employed) and advances socioeconomically, these 
individuals will tend to move away from immigrant-dense areas to 
mixed or Swedish-dominated neighbourhoods.  

Furthermore, residential segregation is thought to have negative 
consequences for people who live in poor and immigrant-dense 
neighbourhoods. It is believed to limit their life opportunities and 
hinder both socioeconomic and cultural integration into the host 
country (Bolt et al. 2008). Residential segregation is seen as creating 
parallel societies, contributing to a lack of social participation, and 
even threatening the social cohesion of European societies. 
Immigrants themselves are often blamed for self-segregation and 
unwillingness to assimilate. For all these reasons, various policies 
have been implemented to counteract residential segregation in 
Europe and Sweden (Andersson et al. 2010b).  

However, this rather simplistic view of the straightforward 
negative relationship between residential segregation and integration 
has been contested (Bolt et al. 2010b, Musterd 2003, Phillips 2010, 
Søholt and Lynnebakke 2015). Residential segregation might be a 
sign of social exclusion and discrimination, but it might also be seen 
as an informed choice to belong to a particular neighbourhood or 
group (Phillips 2006). Minority ethnic clustering might even have 

            
1 Of course, there are more aspects to integration than just participation 

in the labour market, such as participation in other fields of society (e.g., 
politics and education), using services and facilities, social solidarity, forging 
networks and relationships, and feeling that one belongs to society. 
However, these aspects are not emphasized in the Swedish debate.  



 

positive attributes, for example, in the form of social capital 
embedded in these communities. Moreover, there might not be a 
strong link between residential segregation and integration, and the 
social composition of one’s residential neighbourhood might not 
affect one’s social mobility (Musterd 2003).  

Against the backdrop of a growing immigrant population, rising 
residential segregation, increasing inequalities, and political and 
public debate about these questions (see next section), it is 
important to better understand the complex relationship between 
residential segregation and social integration. It is important, I argue, 
to empirically analyse this relationship and to do so in a context-
sensitive way. By this I mean that the relationship could vary with 
the city and settlement context within a country, with the 
geographic–spatial scale used in analysis, and with group 
characteristics and background. In terms of the last factor, the 
relationship could be stronger or weaker for particular groups of 
immigrants (e.g., arriving with varying levels of human capital or 
encountering different levels of prejudice and racism). This thesis 
helps improve our knowledge of these questions, and the findings 
can hopefully improve our understanding of whether the 
relationship between residential segregation and social integration is 
in line with political priorities to create socially and spatially 
integrative and cohesive cities, as stated by the EU as well as in 
national and local political agendas.  

Context 
The influx of non-Western migrants to Western societies and its 
supposed consequences have become increasingly prominent in 
public and political debate (Castles et al. 2014). Migration has 
become one of the most prominent political issues, and ethnic 
residential segregation, integration, and cohesion have become 
central themes in debates all over Europe. The political importance 
of migration has manifested itself in the rise of anti-immigrant, 
right-wing, and anti-Islam parties. These parties thrive on debates 
on immigration.  

In a relatively short time, Sweden has become a high-immigration 
country in the Western context. In 1960, 4% of the Swedish 
population was foreign born; by 2017, this proportion had risen to 
18.5% (Statistics Sweden 2018). However, it is primarily the issue 
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of refugee migration that is at the centre of today’s debate.2 Sweden 
has welcomed high numbers of refugees since the 1980s and is 
among the countries with the most refugees per capita. Despite the 
large influx of migrants, Swedes generally hold positive attitudes 
towards various forms of immigration (Strömbäck and Theorin 
2018). However, after the 2010 election, the anti-immigration 
right-wing populist party the Sweden Democrats entered national 
parliament with almost 6% of the votes; two elections later, in 2018, 
they won 17.5% of the votes. The expansion of anti-immigration 
and right-wing parties in Europe has shifted the entire political 
spectrum to the right on migration and diversity issues (Davis 
2012). The European refugee crisis with the immigration peak in 
2015 also contributed to major changes in Swedish policy towards 
refugees and asylum seekers: temporarily tightened border controls 
were implemented and legislation was changed, making it harder to 
get residence permits and to reunite families. The public debate 
about immigration and integration became increasingly intense and 
rose to the top of the public agenda (Strömbäck and Theorin 2018). 

In the public debate, immigration is often accompanied by 
discussions of residential segregation. Residential segregation is on 
the rise in Europe and is believed to contribute to inequality and 
social exclusion. In Sweden, areas with migrant concentrations are 
not only restricted to metropolitan areas, but can also be found in 
small and medium-sized cities (Bråmå 2006a).  

Several structural factors could explain changes in the level of 
residential segregation in Sweden.3 First, residential segregation is 
often driven by increasing inequality and polarization in society 
(Tammaru et al. 2016). Since the 1990s, income inequality has 
risen more rapidly in Sweden than in any other OECD country4 
(OECD 2017). The economic crisis of the early 1990s, followed by 
the restructuring of the economy and the labour market, is an 
important factor underlying the increasing polarization across 

            
2 Refugee migration, however, is only one part of all migration to 

Sweden: In 2018, 18.9% of all the granted residence permits were granted 
under the reason ‘asylum’ (this category excludes family reunification); in 
2016 (the peak year of 2000s in terms of residence permits granted under 
the reason ‘asylum’), the share was 47.5% (Migrationsverket 2019).  

3 When it comes to differences in ethic concentrations between 
neighbourhoods, Sweden displays increasing residential segregation, though 
as measured by the dissimilarity index, segregation seems to be decreasing 
(Malmberg et al. 2018) 

4 However, the increase in income inequality started from a low level, 
and even today income inequality is relatively low in Sweden compared 
with the OECD average. 



  

income groups (Andersson and Kährik 2015). Moreover, increasing 
inequality has also been reported in educational achievement, and 
the life chances of the poorest children in Sweden are worsening 
(UNICEF Office of Research 2016). 

Second, residential segregation is linked to welfare regimes 
(Tammaru et al. 2016). Esping-Andersen (1990) classified Sweden 
as a social-democratic regime characterized by low social 
stratification, the universalism and decommodification of social 
rights, and a high level of equality. However, these characteristics of 
the Swedish welfare state have been changing since the 1980s, with 
retrenchments and privatization reforms being implemented. 

Third, researchers often note the important influence of housing 
policy on residential segregation (e.g. Grundström and Molina 
2016). From the 1930s to the 1990s, public housing was a key 
element of policies to ensure high-quality affordable housing for all 
(Elander 1991). Tenure neutrality and substantial subsidies kept the 
segregation levels of both immigrants and different socioeconomic 
groups quite modest. The liberalization of housing policies in the 
1990s led to a significant reduction in the levels of housing market 
regulation and rent subsidies (Hedin et al. 2012, Magnusson and 
Turner 2008). In Stockholm, public housing has been converted 
into cooperative housing in more attractive areas of the city (e.g., 
the inner city), though rental housing is still dominant in suburban 
multifamily housing areas. Since the housing market is ethnically 
segmented with high concentrations of immigrants in public housing 
and lower concentrations in cooperative housing, migrants have 
been affected the most by these changes, with clustering in rental 
housing in the outskirts of major cities (Andersson and Turner 
2014).  

Central concepts 
Before discussing the aim of the thesis, several central concepts of 
this thesis merit further discussion. The first concept is segregation. 
Segregation as the spatial separation of groups within a broader 
population is strongly connected to residential neighbourhoods, 
although segregation also occurs in many other life domains, for 
example, in school (Andersson et al. 2010a, Reardon and Owens 
2014, Reardon et al. 2000, Szulkin and Jonsson 2007), work 
(Bygren 2013, Ellis et al. 2004, 2007, Strömgren et al. 2014, Åslund 
and Skans 2010), leisure (Kamenik et al. 2015, Kukk et al.), and 
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transport (Church et al. 2000, Clifton and Lucas 2004, Kwan and 
Schwanen 2016, Lucas 2012, Preston and Rajé 2007). Residential 
segregation can be seen as the spatial separation of groups based on 
their residential location in space. Residential segregation is often 
measured at the neighbourhood level, but it could also be measured 
at other spatial levels. Studying segregation at the place of residence 
makes sense both empirically and conceptually, since many 
countries only collect data on residential location, and residential 
neighbourhoods are crucial sites for interaction with others (van 
Ham and Tammaru 2016). This thesis also takes residential 
neighbourhood as a starting point in operationalizing residential 
segregation. 

Residential segregation exists when some areas display an 
overrepresentation and other areas an underrepresentation of a 
particular group. This means that if there is a concentration of a 
group in a certain area (overrepresentation), there must be a 
corresponding underrepresentation of that group in other areas (e.g., 
if we compare the share of the group in the city as a whole). For 
example, if concentrations of minorities and low-income groups 
exist, concentrations of majority population and high-income groups 
must also exist. The latter neighbourhoods in Sweden are in some 
ways even more homogeneous than the former (Rodenstedt 2014). 
Residential segregation is thus not a problem in just one area, but in 
the city as a whole. However, as neighbourhood populations 
perfectly representative of a city’s population as a whole are 
impossible, by default some segregation always exists, but it only 
becomes a problem once it reaches a certain (undefined) level. 
Groups can be residentially segregated based on any characteristic 
(e.g., race, ethnicity, age, family structure, and socioeconomic 
status); this thesis will emphasize ethnic and socioeconomic 
residential segregation, typically seeing these two dimensions as 
connected. 

Moreover, it has been increasingly recognized that types of 
segregation in different domains are linked to and interact with one 
another (Strömgren et al. 2014, van Ham and Tammaru 2016, van 
Ham et al. 2018). For example, differences in labour market 
outcomes affect housing choice and opportunity, leading to housing 
differences and residential segregation, because housing is typically 
spatially organized by socioeconomic status. Differences in income 
become more important for housing if the housing market is 
marketized. From the housing market, the connection extends to 
schools because school districts are usually delimited based on 



  

neighbourhoods and where people live, and segregated schools and 
geographically uneven educational outcomes feed back to the labour 
market. Van Ham et al. (2018) argued that this sorting in various 
life domains and across generations is circular.  

The second concept is integration. Integration is a term for which 
it is very difficult to find a single definition (George 2006, Jedwab 
2006), and its definitions are typically grounded in normative 
assumptions about what an integrated society should be like 
(Blokland and Van Eijk 2010, Jedwab 2006). The meaning of 
integration is thus often unclear and policy makers and politicians 
rarely define what they mean by it (Phillips 2010). Integration is 
often treated as both a process and an outcome, and can be seen 
either from a group or an individual perspective (Berry 2001). A 
member of a category could be integrated, even though the category 
displays tendencies towards being poorly integrated. Integration can 
be viewed as comprising dichotomous categories or as a ‘range of 
adaptations’ (George 2006). Integration is often conceptualized as a 
two-way process, whereas in reality the expectation is that a 
minority ethnic population should adapt to the majority (George 
2006, Phillips 2010).  

Moreover, there is little agreement as to which dimensions of 
integration are most crucial (George 2006). Integration is often seen 
as comprising social, cultural, and political/civic dimensions. 
Integration can be seen as related to the opposite concept of social 
exclusion, which can refer to a marginalized group being excluded 
from the structures/systems of society. The status of being ‘in’ or 
‘out’ of society can relate to all spheres of production and 
consumption: besides participation in work, education, and politics, 
it can also apply to the use of private or public services, facilities, 
social safety nets, to the size and strength of social networks, and to 
interactions with friends and relatives (Murie and Musterd 2004). 
Social exclusion and integration can also have a spatial dimension. 
For example, the spatial assimilation model (described in the next 
chapter) treats spatial integration as one important part of a wider 
and deeper integration process (Massey and Mullan 1984).  

In my thesis I focus on social integration – sometimes referred to 
as structural integration – which is someone’s engagement with the 
structures of society (e.g., employment and education). It is 
synonymous with ‘socioeconomic’, ‘instrumental’, and ‘functional’ 
integration (Ray 2002). I operationalize social integration from an 
individual and formal/structural perspective using measurable 
dimensions of status change, for example, in education level, 
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income, employment, allowances/benefits received, and type of 
housing. These indicators are often used because they are readily 
available in the data and they correspond to a conventional 
understanding of how to measure upward and downward social 
mobility (Ray 2002).5 

Third, a defining characteristic of Swedish segregation is the 
intertwinement of its socioeconomic and ethnic dimensions. Almost 
all poor neighbourhoods in Sweden have a relatively high 
concentration of immigrants, although this does not mean that all 
immigrants in the country live in poor neighbourhoods (Andersson 
et al. 2010c). There are affluent neighbourhoods with large 
proportions of immigrants as well. Yet, neighbourhoods that can be 
regarded as distressed or deprived are generally also labelled 
immigrant dense. ‘Immigrant dense’ is a term often applied in 
Sweden to neighbourhoods that international research calls ethnic 
enclaves or immigrant concentration areas (Bråmå 2006a). In the 
Swedish context, it is difficult to speak of ethnic enclaves in a 
traditional way (classic examples of ethnic enclaves in the U.S.A. 
are Chinatown or Little Italy in New York, i.e., clusters of people 
with similar backgrounds) because immigrant-dense areas in Sweden 
usually contain a substantial mix of ethnic groups. This dissertation 
applies no specific operationalization of ethnic enclaves or of 
distressed, deprived, or immigrant-dense neighbourhoods, using all 
these terms interchangeably. However, the labels should be 
interpreted in a relative sense: in these areas of a city, the proportion 
of immigrants is higher than in other neighbourhoods, and 
socioeconomic conditions are typically worse on average than in 
most other neighbourhoods.  

The aim of the thesis 
The aim of this thesis is to analyse the relationship between 
residential segregation and social integration, and the systematic 
differences between different groups when it comes to this 
relationship. Two strands of research have traditionally focused on 

            
5 I should point out here that the perspectives from which I have 

discussed segregation and integration are not the only ones. For example, 
integration and segregation can also be seen from the perspective of the 
space syntax literature, in which segregation is understood as inadequate 
connectivity and spatial integration as the opposite (Hillier and Vaughan 
2007).  



  

the various causal relationships between segregation and integration. 
First, there is research into the drivers of segregation, according to 
which their socioeconomic characteristics tend to sort individuals 
into different neighbourhoods, leading to concentrations of poverty, 
but also to concentrations of affluence. According to this strand, it is 
the individual characteristics that determine one’s neighbourhood. 
Second, there is the neighbourhood effects research tradition, 
according to which one’s residential neighbourhood affects one’s life 
opportunities over and above individual characteristics. In this 
research tradition, the relationship is the reverse: one’s residential 
context affects one’s individual characteristics (e.g., employment, 
education, and health). This thesis investigates these two opposite 
views of the causal relationship between individual characteristics 
(social integration) and one’s neighbourhood (residential 
segregation). One of the key processes that shapes and reshapes 
segregation patterns is residential mobility, so residential mobility 
has a central position in this thesis.  

By studying the contested relationship between residential 
segregation and social integration from different perspectives, this 
thesis provides improved knowledge to both academic researchers 
and policy makers. Although the overall aim of the thesis is rather 
general, each constituent paper has a more narrowly defined aim, 
and each paper has its own research questions and hypotheses 
derived from theory or the Swedish debate. This thesis is intended 
to deepen our understanding of how different contexts affect the 
constraints and opportunities of different groups, and thus influence 
the relationship between residential segregation and social 
integration. How do different contexts and individual characteristics 
affect residential mobility? Who moves away from certain 
neighbourhoods (paper I) and who moves towards certain 
neighbourhoods (paper II)? How does neighbourhood composition 
affect individual outcomes (paper III)? 

This is an academic thesis aimed primarily at an academic 
audience, so the empirical studies of this thesis are not designed to 
give any particular advice to practitioners or to inform policy 
change, but rather to contribute to existing knowledge within this 
policy-relevant field. The purpose is not to explain patterns of 
segregation and integration in all their complexity, but to advance 
our understanding of the complex link between residential 
segregation and social integration. This is done by using high-quality 
registry data and new neighbourhood definitions. First, longitudinal 
individual Swedish registry data enable me to study this relationship 
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in more detail than do the data available in most other countries. 
Second, the thesis uses a fairly new way of defining neighbourhoods 
by making use of individual bespoke neighbourhoods, delineated 
based on counts of the k-nearest neighbours. For the research 
questions posed here, delineating neighbourhoods this way instead 
of using administrative districts/neighbourhoods improves the 
validity of contextual neighbourhood measures. I argue that 
individual bespoke neighbourhoods enable the researcher to capture 
a more relevant representation of individuals’ residential 
environments (see chapter 3).  

Outline of the thesis 
The thesis consists of two parts: this comprehensive summary 
(‘kappa’) and three separate papers. The three papers can be read 
and understood independently of one another and of the 
comprehensive summary. The papers are self-contained, with their 
own aims, research questions, theoretical frameworks, methods, and 
data. The decisions about the aims, research questions, etc., of the 
papers were each made with a specific paper in mind, not the entire 
thesis. However, they are all related to the overall theme of the 
thesis and they complement one another by analysing the link 
between residential segregation and social integration from different 
perspectives. The comprehensive summary serves as an introduction 
to and summary of the thesis. With the comprehensive summary, I 
hope to position the three papers in a wider research context and 
discuss how they relate to one another. Moreover, some questions 
concerning methodology, certain terms used throughout the thesis, 
and theory are elaborated on in more detail in the comprehensive 
summary than would be possible in scientific papers meant for 
publication in peer-review journals.  

The comprehensive summary consists of five chapters. After this 
introduction, the rest of this comprehensive summary is structured 
as follows: In chapter 2, ‘Theoretical points of departure and 
previous research’, I address themes connected to the processes and 
consequences of segregation. A brief overview of the dynamics of 
neighbourhoods in Sweden is then presented, and the chapter ends 
by introducing the conceptual model used in this thesis. After 
chapter 3, ‘Data and methods’, Chapter 4, ‘Summary of the thesis 
papers’, summarizes the three empirical papers of the thesis, while 
chapter 5, ‘Conclusions and suggestions for future research’, 



  

presents the main conclusions and positions the current effort 
within the context of future research directions. 
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2. Theoretical points of departure and 
previous research 

The relationship between neighbourhood of residence and 
individuals’ characteristics has been investigated in two strands of 
research. One strand – the ‘drivers of segregation’ tradition – focuses 
on how individuals end up living in certain neighbourhoods, and the 
other – the ‘neighbourhood effects’ tradition – studies the impact of 
the residential neighbourhood on individual outcomes. In this 
chapter, I present the theoretical underpinnings of the drivers of 
residential segregation, while also discussing the implications of 
segregation. 

The sorting of individuals by socioeconomic status and ethnicity 
across neighbourhoods leads to spatial patterns of segregation. Space 
– including neighbourhoods – can be seen as a foundation of 
inequality, and some neighbourhoods might affect one’s 
opportunities in life positively, others negatively by restricting 
opportunities (Galster and Sharkey 2017). In the following pages, I 
describe the most influential explanatory frameworks of residential 
segregation, which as a matter of convenience I call models: the 
spatial assimilation, place stratification, and preference-based 
models. However, researchers have recently argued that these three 
theoretical frameworks are insufficient to explain why segregation 
persists at such high rates and why it is so difficult to combat. 
Krysan and Crowder (2017) advocate a framework – the social 
structural sorting perspective – according to which an understanding 
of everyday social processes is crucial to breaking down segregation. 
These four models were all developed based on U.S. experience, so 
a discussion of their application in a Western European context is 
necessary. This is followed by a brief overview of how 
neighbourhoods affect their residents and an introduction to 
migration flows connected to segregation. The theoretical chapter 
ends by presenting a conceptual model combining the theoretical 
traditions used in this thesis and the causal relationships between 
residential segregation and social integration.  



  

Processes of segregation 
The dynamics of residential segregation have been on the research 
agenda ever since the Chicago School and its 1920s urban ecology 
models. The sociologists of this school (e.g., Ernest W. Burgess, 
Robert E. Park, Roderick D. McKenzie, Louis Wirth, and William I. 
Thomas) explained the geographical differentiation of social groups 
in the city by invoking animal and plant ecology, likening human 
society to a natural organism. Based on the human ecology of the 
Chicago School, Ernest Burgess developed a model of urban social 
structures, i.e., the concentric zone model (Park et al. 1925). 
According to him, it was competition that drove sorting 
mechanisms: socioeconomically stronger groups live in better 
neighbourhoods in the city and socioeconomically weaker groups in 
worse neighbourhoods. Burgess was also interested in the expansion 
of the city and how new population groups affect the residential 
patterns in the city. He explained this process in terms of plant 
ecology: first, newcomers start by living in the most run-down areas, 
by invading the habitat of existing residents, who in turn would 
invade better residential areas, resulting in a succession whereby 
older groups are replaced by newer groups over time (Park et al. 
1925). These invasion–succession processes were believed to have a 
system-stabilizing function and to reproduce the internal structure 
of the city.  

Although the model (and other models developed by the Chicago 
School) was derived from empirical studies of the city of Chicago, 
Burgess believed it could be applied to any city. The Burgess and 
other models (e.g., Hoyt’s sector model) have been tested in 
different settings, for example, in Europe, but they turn out to be 
less generally applicable than expected, and their results depend on 
various contexts and circumstances. Moreover, there has been much 
criticism of the Chicago School because of the normative and 
deterministic content of ecological theory. Some critics have even 
gone as far as to argue that the framing of race in Chicago sociology, 
especially that of Robert Park, has led generations of sociologists to 
unwittingly practice a ‘white sociology’ that reflects white interests 
and viewpoints (Steinberg 2007).  

Nevertheless, the Chicago School has been a major influence in 
understanding the processes of segregation. Following the works of 
the Chicago School and the ecological tradition, Massey and 
colleagues (Massey 1985, Massey and Bitterman 1985, Massey and 
Denton 1985, Massey and Mullan 1984) further developed the 
spatial assimilation model. Spatial assimilation is ‘the process 
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whereby a group attains residential propinquity with members of a 
host society’ (Massey and Mullan 1984, p. 837). According to this 
school of thought, dispersion is driven by socioeconomic mobility 
and acculturation (Massey 1985). Guided by social networks, a new 
ethnic group tends to start in an ethnic enclave, where the 
socioeconomic status of the neighbourhood is usually low, but 
newly arrived migrants can get help from their kin and co-ethnics. 
As time passes, immigrants acquire the language and cultural 
practices of the host society (acculturation), which in turn affects 
their desire to live in the proximity of the majority population. 
With time they also advance socioeconomically, which gives them 
means to achieve spatial assimilation. Since opportunities and 
resources are distributed geographically unevenly, immigrants are 
encouraged to move to improve their position in society and better 
their life chances (Massey 1985, Massey and Mullan 1984). 
Although institutionalized discrimination is recognized in the spatial 
assimilation model, most emphasis is put on the relationship 
between socioeconomic integration and residential mobility. One 
could argue that the whole process is about social class position and 
advancement, since, according to the model, later in the spatial 
assimilation process, instead of ethnicity, the social class position 
determines residential patterns. This means that group differences in 
socioeconomic resources are the reason why ethnic groups live in 
separate neighbourhoods from the majority population. The spatial 
assimilation model indirectly reduces ethnic residential segregation 
to a temporary stage in an individual’s or immigrant group’s 
integration trajectory, and eventually the minority individual or 
group will have the same residential mobility pattern as does the 
majority population. Spatial assimilation is seen as a crucial step 
towards being fully incorporated into mainstream society. Structural 
assimilation is arguably very difficult to achieve without being 
physically integrated in society, i.e., living in proximity to the 
majority population (Massey and Mullan 1984). 

The quite simplistic spatial assimilation model has been 
questioned, especially given that it applies to differing degrees to 
different ethnic groups. U.S. studies have found great differences in 
the segregation patterns of African Americans, Hispanics, and 
Asians, with African American segregation in particular being more 
resistant to socioeconomic advancement (Massey and Denton 
1985). The place stratification model argues for the importance of 
structural barriers – institutions and constraints on the housing 
market – in explaining differences between ethnic groups. The place 



  

stratification model sees that the minority group’s relative standing 
in society is what determines the sorting of individuals across 
neighbourhoods. It argues that some groups are less able to convert 
socioeconomic mobility into residential mobility, while others are 
completely unable to do so (Alba and Logan 1993). Different ethnic 
groups face different challenges, and certain groups have less 
opportunity to succeed in the housing market. The effect of high 
socioeconomic status is smaller for more stigmatized groups, such as 
African Americans in the U.S.A. (Alba and Logan 1993, Bolt and 
van Kempen 2003, Logan et al. 1996, Schaake et al. 2014, South et 
al. 2005). This could be because minorities with physical attributes 
different from those of the majority population may encounter 
various forms of discrimination in the housing market (Charles 
2003, Magnusson Turner and Wessel 2013). Studies have shown 
that discrimination on the housing market exists, and that it not 
only contributes to residential segregation, but also affects the 
opportunities of minority groups (Kain and Quigley 1975, Pager and 
Shepherd 2008, Yinger 1995).  

Several studies in Sweden have found that non-European 
migrants are discriminated against on the labour and housing 
markets and that European migrants have comparatively better 
positions, showing that migrant characteristics matter more for 
discrimination than does immigrant status as such (Ahmed et al. 
2010, Ahmed and Hammarstedt 2008, Carlsson and Rooth 2007). 
Besides discrimination, other structural constraints on the housing 
market shape residential opportunities and mobility: constraints 
imposed by housing market conditions, home-ownership level, 
availability of housing, access and allocation criteria, and housing 
market segmentation. These characteristics are often treated as 
contextual factors. For example, Alba and Logan (1991) found the 
homeownership level to be of importance, while South and 
Crowder (1997, 1998) emphasized housing availability in terms of 
new housing in the metropolitan area; moreover, Magnusson Turner 
and Wessel (2013) found that being confined or attracted to living 
in rental housing can trap people in certain city neighbourhoods. 
Paper II in this thesis investigates spatial assimilation and place 
stratification models by analysing residential mobility to native-
dominated neighbourhoods in different municipal contexts in 
Sweden. The study concludes that there is some support for the 
spatial assimilation model, but that there are differences in the route 
to native-dominated neighbourhoods for different ethnic groups. 
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Furthermore, the paper emphasizes the importance of the 
geographical context. 

Another explanatory model of minority groups’ residential 
mobility (or non-mobility) refers to preferences. Patterns of 
segregation are believed to reflect group differences in preferences, 
as spatial dispersal away from ethnic concentrations is not always 
desired. The ethnic enclave perspective argues that even when 
minorities have the choice and means to move to other parts of the 
city, spatial concentration in ethnic enclaves remains due to the 
advantages it might bring to its residents. Bolt et al. (1998) 
identified three possible advantages of ethnic concentrations: social 
and cultural advantages (social networks enable residents to derive 
benefits and support from one another), economic advantages 
(ethnic networks can give ethnic enterprises a competitive edge over 
other businesses), and political advantages (possible political 
influence at a local level). Positive economic effects of ethnic 
concentrations on their residents have been reported in many cases 
(e.g., Edin et al. 2003, Portes and Bach 1985, Zhou and Portes 
1992), and ethnically homogeneous neighbourhoods also tend to 
have stronger ethnic capital spillover effects (Borjas 1998). The 
possibility of positive effects of ethnic enclaves is further discussed 
in paper III of this thesis. The paper investigates whether potential 
ethnic economic capital in the neighbourhood improves one’s 
chances of becoming employed. The paper finds a positive effect of 
ethnic economic capital for all the immigrant groups under 
investigation; however, the significance and size of the effect varies 
between groups and neighbourhood spatial scales.  

The other preference-oriented argument explains residential 
mobility in and out of neighbourhoods in terms of preferences for 
certain ethnic or socioeconomic neighbourhood contexts. People 
have a strong preference for homophily and want to live in 
neighbourhoods where their own characteristics match their 
neighbours’ characteristics (Galster and Turner 2017, Hedman et al. 
2011, Musterd et al. 2016, van Ham and Feijten 2008). When the 
neighbourhood context starts to change, people might consider 
moving to a different neighbourhood that better matches their 
preferences (and characteristics). The preference here could be, for 
example, demographic, ethnic, or socioeconomic (i.e., 
neighbourhood status). Some studies have found that both majority 
and minority groups have strong desires to live close to their co-
ethnics (Clark 1992, 2002). Others have observed that while this is 
the case for the native population, only minor parts of minority 



  

groups prefer having co-ethnics as neighbours (Phillips 2006, Van 
der Laan Bouma-Doff 2007). How changes in the ethnic 
composition of a neighbourhood can trigger residential out-mobility 
has mostly been studied from the majority population perspective 
(e.g., ‘white flight’). When the minority population exceeds a 
certain proportion of the population (‘tipping point’) in a 
neighbourhood, the majority starts to leave the neighbourhood – 
this out-mobility by the majority is called ‘white flight’ (Goering 
1978, Schelling 1969, 1971). The majority population can also 
show their preferences by not moving into certain neighbourhoods 
in what is called ‘white avoidance’. However, minority groups can 
also react to changes in neighbourhood ethnic composition (van 
Ham and Feijten 2008). In the Swedish case, some researchers have 
found that the driving force behind the production and 
reproduction of immigrant-dense areas is white avoidance rather 
than white flight (Bråmå 2006). Others have found more evidence 
for white flight (Aldén et al. 2015). Furthermore, Swedish 
minorities also leave distressed immigrant-dense areas if they have 
the means (i.e., higher socioeconomic resources) (Vogiazides 2018), 
which is more consistent with the spatial assimilation model than 
with preference-based models.  

Recently, researchers have also been looking into other aspects of 
neighbourhood change besides ethnic composition; for example, 
there is evidence that overall neighbourhood deprivation is 
associated with preferences for leaving (Clark and Coulter 2015, 
van Ham and Clark 2009). Paper I in this thesis explores a set of 
neighbourhoods that have seen growing immigrant populations, 
deteriorating socioeconomic conditions, and increasing signs of 
stigmatization – large housing estates (LHEs) in Stockholm County. 
The paper investigates whether changes in the residential 
composition of these areas have affected the out-mobility of people 
who grew up there during three time periods. The results indicate 
that, throughout the studied time periods, the most marginalized 
group (i.e., people with both low income and non-Western 
backgrounds) have had the lowest probabilities of moving away 
from these areas, and that these probabilities have not changed 
much over time. On the other hand, what has changed is the 
importance of income for residential mobility: the effect of low 
income has increased over time, while the effect of having a non-
Western background has decreased. The changing importance of 
income provides more support for the spatial assimilation model 
than for preference-based models. Paper I does not explicitly look 
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into white flight, but demonstrates that certain areas are seeing 
selective out-mobility in which individuals with better 
socioeconomic positions and without non-Western backgrounds 
move away from these areas more than others.  

Since ethnic segregation often coincides with concentrations of 
poverty, it has been difficult to assess whether white flight happens 
because of racially motivated preferences or whether the underlying 
driver is related to neighbourhood quality. The ‘racial proxy 
hypothesis’ states that it is the neighbourhood’s socioeconomic 
status rather than its racial composition that is important when 
people decide where to live (Ellen 2000). Thus, white flight should 
occur less often in neighbourhoods of higher status, where there are 
no obvious material disadvantages that urge people to leave. That 
said, a recent study has failed to provide evidence for the racial 
proxy hypothesis, finding even greater white flight from middle-
class neighbourhoods (Kye 2018). These findings also challenge the 
spatial assimilation thesis, which emphasizes the importance of 
human capital, by suggesting that economic integration may be 
detaching itself from residential integration with white residents 
(Kye 2018). Paper I in this thesis touches upon this question by 
investigating sorting patterns from neighbourhoods with different 
socioeconomic status within LHEs and does not find evidence for 
the racial proxy hypothesis: The higher probabilities for people 
without non-Western background to move away from LHEs do not 
depend on the socioeconomic status of the neighbourhood. 
However, people with non-Western backgrounds move out 
considerably less from socioeconomically ‘higher’-status 
neighbourhoods than from socioeconomically ‘lower’-status 
neighbourhoods. 

Some researchers have recently argued that the existing three 
theoretical arguments are underdeveloped and incapable of fully 
explaining the complex roles of economics, discrimination, and 
preferences in shaping residential processes (Krysan and Crowder 
2017). According to Krysan and Crowder (2017), first, the three 
aforementioned theoretical models are often treated as competing, 
distinct, and exhaustive, whereas they should instead be seen as 
interacting and complementary. Second, more attention should be 
paid to processes of neighbourhood selection and housing search, 
because knowledge of neighbourhood options varies significantly by 
race/ethnicity. According to the social structural sorting perspective 
of Krysan and Crowder (2017), understanding everyday social 
processes is crucial to breaking down segregation. These authors 



  

note the importance of focusing on the residential selection process 
(particularly neighbourhood selection and housing search), social 
networks, residential history and daily activities, and residential 
decision-making processes. Given the data used in this thesis, it is 
impossible to incorporate all the aspects (especially the decision-
making process) that Krysan and Crowder (2017) emphasize. 
However, by defining neighbourhoods in terms of the composition 
of neighbours and by using a multi-scalar approach, it is possible to 
get somewhat closer to capturing the social relations in the 
neighbourhood, for example, social networks and possible social 
interactions with different people during daily activities in the 
neighbourhood (see paper III).  

In the following sections I cite examples of how Krysan and 
Crowder (2017) see their social structural sorting perspective 
building on traditional theories. They emphasize that members of 
different ethnic groups know different things about specific 
neighbourhoods. These distinct knowledge bases make a difference 
in light of the role of economic resources in residential sorting, an 
aspect at the core of the spatial assimilation model. The assumptions 
about what neighbourhoods are affordable to people are influenced 
by racially different lived experience and racially homogenous 
networks (Krysan and Crowder 2017). Members of low-income 
minority groups are relatively unlikely to have any personal 
experience outside poor neighbourhoods, so their personal 
residential histories and social networks could magnify the effects of 
economic hardship; the reverse could be the case for the poor 
majority population, who are more likely to have had exposure to 
affluent neighbourhoods, either directly or through friends and 
family. Moreover, the context and resources dedicated to the 
housing search process reveal that economic resources, which differ 
between ethnic groups, play a complex role. For example, minority 
groups are more likely than the majority population to experience 
involuntary or unplanned moves, leading to racial differences in the 
process of searching for and selecting neighbourhoods and housing. 
Unplanned and time-limited searching is presumably more likely to 
end with the most easily attainable housing option, not the most 
advantageous.  

As stated earlier, there is a tradition of separating race and class as 
drivers of preference-based residential mobility. Krysan and 
Crowder (2017) claimed that they should not be separated, because 
they function in interaction with each other. Preferences especially 
come into play in the search process stage, when building the 
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consideration set of possible future neighbourhoods and eliminating 
others. For example, most whites search for housing in places where 
there is a higher percentage of whites than they say that they would 
actually prefer, and end up living in the less diverse neighbourhoods 
they searched in (Havekes et al. 2016). African Americans and 
Latinos search in places that match their preferences, but fail to 
move into these more diverse communities (Havekes et al. 2016). 
They end up in less diverse neighbourhoods where there is a higher 
percentage of their own group than they would prefer, possibly due 
to lack of information and inadequate finances. It could also be that 
whites report that they prefer more diverse and integrated 
neighbourhoods, but in fact prefer predominantly white 
neighbourhoods.  

How anticipation of discrimination, racism, and harassment 
stimulates self-segregation has previously been on the research 
agenda (e.g. Phillips 2006, Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2007), but 
Krysan and Crowder (2017) have emphasized this aspect by 
defining four ways in which discrimination can influence the process 
of constructing the consideration set for choice of neighbourhood. 
Discrimination shapes perceptions of communities through (i) 
perceptions of a community’s reputation for or history of housing 
discrimination, (ii) assumptions about a community’s racial climate, 
(iii) the possibility of experiencing both exclusionary and non-
exclusionary discrimination in a community, and (iv) perceptions of 
discrimination, not in a housing market per se, but in the 
community where it is located (Krysan and Crowder 2017, p. 188). 
Based on their perceptions and assumptions, people can rule out 
moving into certain neighbourhoods. According to Krysan and 
Crowder’s (2017) social structural sorting perspective, none of the 
causes of segregation is independent – discrimination should not be 
disentangled from social class or from preferences, as traditional 
research tries to do. The perceived social class (i.e., class markers 
people attach to minorities) of minorities can influence 
discrimination, minorities from different social classes are exposed 
to different kinds and levels of discrimination, and preferences are 
shaped by perceptions of discrimination that are themselves shaped 
by social class (Krysan and Crowder 2017). 

As this chapter has shown so far, the processes of segregation are 
complex, intertwined, and not applicable in the same way across 
contexts and groups. In the following section, I contextualize the 
foundation of these four models – i.e., the spatial assimilation model 
– from the European perspective.  



  

From the U.S.A. to Western Europe and 
Sweden 
Segregation research has a long history in the U.S.A., and the spatial 
assimilation and other models elaborated on in the previous chapter 
were developed in the U.S.A., where minority populations have 
been much larger and immigration has a longer history than in most 
Western European countries, and the most segregated group relative 
to the majority, the Black, African American minority, is not an 
immigrant group at all. However, Europe is seeing growing numbers 
of minorities: for example, Sweden now has a higher percentage of 
foreign-born population – 18.5% in 2017 (Statistics Sweden 2018) – 
than does the U.S.A., where the estimate for 2013–2017 is 13.4% 
(United States Census Bureu (2018). Researchers are increasingly 
applying U.S.-developed models in the Western European context 
as well (some examples of the newest references: Bolt and van 
Kempen 2010, Lersch 2013, Macpherson and Strömgren 2013, 
Skifter Andersen 2010, Skovgaard Nielsen 2016, Wessel et al. 2017, 
Vogiazides 2018, Zorlu and Mulder 2008). This section brings out 
some of the important differences between the U.S. and Western 
European welfare states that should be kept in mind when applying 
the spatial assimilation model in the welfare state context. The 
emphasis in this section is on the spatial assimilation model, as this 
model is the primary basis for intensive academic discussion and 
because other models have mainly been developed in contrast and 
opposition to this model. 

First, a brief discussion of the term assimilation is in order. From 
a social perspective, assimilation could be seen as people or groups 
losing attachments to their original culture, leading to the decline of 
cultural and social differences, with an endpoint in the 
disappearance of ethnic distinctions (Alba and Nee 1997). 
Assimilation theory has been strongly criticized: it has been seen as 
normative, imposing ethnocentric and patronizing demands on 
minority groups, as replete with ideological biases, and as viewing 
majority culture as static and homogeneous. Moreover, the language 
used in assimilation theory is seen as burdened with ambiguity and 
bias. Nevertheless, the theory arguably has great value for 
understanding the social dynamics of ethnicity and intergroup 
relations, when its past normative and ideological applications are 
left behind (Alba and Nee 1997). Alba and Nee (1997) argued that 
their definition of assimilation is agnostic as to whether the changes 
are one sided or more mutual, because this depends on the minority 
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group, the era, and the aspect of the group difference in question. 
They also claimed that ethnic boundaries can disappear between 
two minority groups and not involve the majority group at all. That 
said, assimilation from a spatial perspective, meaning dispersal in 
space and that a minority individual or group lives in close physical 
proximity to the majority population (i.e., the spatial assimilation 
model), is even today used as one of the main theoretical 
frameworks for explaining residential patterns. Next, I present a 
brief overview of assimilation from the policy perspective in Europe 
and Sweden.   

Second, from a sociological perspective, policies about integration 
and assimilation6 in European countries can be divided into two 
phases. In policies toward immigrants during the post-1945 boom, 
assimilation meant that ‘immigrants were to be incorporated into 
society through a one-sided process of adaptation’ and ‘become 
indistinguishable from the majority population’ (Castles et al. 2014, 
p. 266). The assimilation approach in policies had disappeared by 
the early 1990s, and multiculturalism was the new trend (Castles et 
al. 2014). In Sweden, multicultural approach was introduced 
already in mid-1970s (Andersson 2007). Multiculturalism as a 
policy respects distinct group identities and does not view them as 
clashing with integration; it does not claim that belonging to one 
group means detachment from or opposition to other groups 
(Finney and Simpson 2009). More generally, the term 
‘multiculturalism’ refers to cultural or ethnic diversity. 
Multiculturalism was based on the idea that immigrants and 
minorities need active social policies providing them with services 
that address their special needs (e.g., language, housing, and 
education) (Castles et al. 2014). Starting in the twenty-first century, 
multicultural principles have been attacked as a catalyst for 
segregation in many European countries and multicultural policies 
are being questioned. In Sweden, the policies have been relabelled 
with more emphasis on ‘social cohesion’ and ‘core national values’ 
(Castles et al. 2014). Nevertheless, Sweden has not taken the 
assimilation policy route and has relatively generous immigrants’ 
rights policies and until quite recently also generous immigration 
policies (Andersson et al. 2010c). According to Andersson (2007), 
integration policy in Sweden has three main goals – i.e., equality, 
freedom of choice, and cooperation – meaning that immigrants have 
the right to the same living conditions, access to jobs, and political 
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influence as does the native population. Developments following 
the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’, however, seem to have triggered both a 
much more restrictive immigration policy and growing rhetoric 
about the need for minorities to develop ‘Swedish values’.  

Third, contextualization of the spatial assimilation model in the 
Western European context is necessary. The roots of the spatial 
assimilation model (and the models derived from it) lie in studying 
the changing residential patterns of European-descent migrants in 
the U.S.A. (e.g. Jakle and Wheeler 1969, who studied the changing 
residential patterns of the Dutch in Kalamazoo, Michigan). In 
today’s segregation research, the emphasis is on non-European 
migrants, and a common argument is that the assimilation model is 
less applicable because today’s migrants are more racially distinctive 
(skin colour being especially crucial) than were the European 
immigrants migrating to the United States (Alba and Nee 1997, 
Portes and Zhou 1993). However, the discourse today is very similar 
to that of the time when the assimilation of white European 
migrants to the U.S.A. was under discussion. For example, there is 
evidence that native-born whites in the U.S.A. saw European 
immigrant groups as racially distinct from themselves, which led to 
racist reactions. Moreover, just as they were concerning European-
descent migrants (‘he should have become more an American’, Jakle 
and Wheeler 1969, p. 447), public debate today is very much 
centred on self-segregation (Phillips 2006). In many European 
countries, responses to the supposedly problematic integration of 
immigrants have been rather xenophobic (Musterd 2003). Although 
the complexity of ethnic segregation – its positive and negative 
forces – has been recognized by researchers, racialized political and 
media debates invoke self-segregation to imply that minorities are 
choosing not to mix with the majority population, sustaining 
cultural differences, withdrawing from active citizenship – in short, 
choosing to opt out of mainstream society (Phillips 2006). Lastly, in 
the contemporary political sphere, economic integration (i.e., 
entrance to the labour market) is very often seen as the key to 
successful integration and thus to reducing segregation levels. 
Therefore, the spatial assimilation model is still very relevant in 
Western European welfare states. Obviously, the model is seldom 
accepted without caveats, and it is common to emphasize that it 
should be supplemented or modified by other theories (Krysan and 
Crowder 2017, Magnusson Turner and Wessel 2013).  

Fourth, another difference in the spatial assimilation model 
between the U.S. and Western European contexts is the location of 
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the port-of-entry neighbourhoods. Spatial assimilation was 
traditionally seen in terms of spatial dispersal from declining inner-
city neighbourhoods (ethnic enclaves) towards the majority-
dominated, advantaged suburbs (Alba and Logan 1993). Many U.S. 
studies therefore examine immigrants’ residential mobility into 
suburban neighbourhoods (Alba and Logan 1991, 1993, Alba et al. 
1999). In Sweden and in many cities in Western Europe, the 
residential areas associated with immigrant concentrations (mainly 
of non-European origin) are often situated on the outskirts of larger 
cities. Many of these areas are located in large-scale housing estates, 
and the immigrant concentrations coincide with low income, high 
unemployment, and high welfare expenditure. Many studies in 
Europe therefore consider spatial assimilation by looking into 
movements away from these concentration areas, also called 
deprived, distressed, or immigrant-dense areas (Alm Fjellborg 2018, 
Bolt and van Kempen 2003, 2010, Bråmå 2008, Macpherson and 
Strömgren 2013, Vogiazides 2018).  

Finally, it is important to acknowledge that the political 
conditions and economic redistribution policies in European social 
democratic states with comprehensive public welfare differ from 
those of the U.S.A., marked with residual social welfare. These 
differences certainly play a role in residential patterns and mobility. 
The United States is classified as a ‘liberal’ welfare state regime, in 
which the state promotes the market and a minimal level of basic 
equality, and the benefits are means-tested (i.e., are only for the 
low-income segment), modest, and associated with stigma (Esping-
Andersen 1990). The Scandinavian countries, on the other hand, are 
categorized as a social democratic welfare state regime, in which the 
state promotes equality to the highest standards – i.e., universal and 
solidaristic programmes, egalitarian ideology, the right to work, the 
right to income protection, and generous benefits (Esping-Andersen 
1990). 

These differences between the welfare states play a role in the 
spatial assimilation model in important respects. It has been argued 
that welfare generosity decreases the speed of spatial integration 
(Wessel et al. 2017). European welfare states have many 
interventions aimed at reducing inequalities between people and 
between neighbourhoods, for example, mixed-housing policies and 
regeneration programmes (Musterd et al. 2003). Redistributive 
welfare policies may affect spatial integration through social 
stratification and the social hierarchy of places. With a high degree 
of economic and social equality, the need for social and residential 



  

mobility might be reduced (Magnusson Turner and Wessel 2013, 
Wessel et al. 2017). For example, even when social mobility 
happens (e.g., advancing to a higher income rank or even entry to 
the labour market), it might not be enough to improve one’s spatial 
position due to economic equality between different labour market 
positions (i.e., the income gain is rather small). Furthermore, the 
planning and policies intended to reduce inequalities between 
neighbourhoods are likely to weaken the relationship between 
economic mobility and spatial assimilation (Wessel et al. 2017). The 
fact that the share of public housing is much larger and not 
necessarily marginalized in welfare states (meaning that low-income 
households have an opportunity to live in decent housing) affects 
the spatial assimilation process (van Kempen and Özüekren 1998). 
Nevertheless, studies conducted in comprehensive welfare systems 
(e.g., in the Dutch and Swedish contexts) show that 
neighbourhoods still play a role in shaping the socioeconomic 
opportunities and behaviour of their residents (Andersson 2001, 
Musterd and Pinkster 2009). In the next section, I discuss the role of 
the neighbourhood in shaping individual outcomes.  

Consequences of segregation  
Ethnic segregation often coincides with spatial concentrations of 
poverty. Concentrated poverty is accompanied by a range of other 
social and economic problems, such as concentrated welfare 
dependence, elevated crime rates, housing deterioration, and 
decreased educational quality, and it also produces a social context 
where these conditions are sometimes not only common but the 
norm (Massey 1990). Current discussion in Europe focuses not only 
on low income, but also on lacks of social participation, social 
integration, and power (Murie and Musterd 2004). The 
concentration of deprivation is often considered to cause the 
exclusion of marginalized groups in society. Policy makers 
consequently target areas considered the most disadvantaged (e.g., 
immigrant-dense neighbourhoods and poverty concentrations) with 
area-based policies. In Europe, many of these strategies are intended 
to reduce social exclusion by means of social mix and housing mix 
interventions (Bergsten and Holmqvist 2013, Bolt et al. 2010a, 
Holmqvist and Bergsten 2009, Musterd 2008, Musterd and 
Andersson 2005). These strategies typically aim to diversify housing 
tenure to increase the social mix of the population composition of 

36



 37 

the neighbourhood, creating incentives for more affluent households 
to stay in or move into the neighbourhood. It is believed that mixed 
neighbourhoods offer better living conditions and life opportunities 
for their residents, possibly promoting more cohesive, stable 
communities (Bolt et al. 2010a).  

How and to what extent neighbourhoods affect one’s life 
opportunities are studied in academia under the neighbourhood 
effects rubric. The literature on neighbourhood effects argues that 
the neighbourhoods where people live to some extent determine 
their outcomes in various spheres of life (e.g., employment, 
education, and income) over and above their individual 
characteristics and family background (which of course also affect 
life opportunities). The residential neighbourhood could affect 
people’s lives, for example, through social composition and 
socialization processes, local social networks, neighbourhood 
reputation, and neighbourhood services (Musterd and Andersson 
2006). Galster (2012) has grouped the various ways neighbourhood 
effects can materialize into four broad categories: social-interactive, 
environmental, geographical, and institutional mechanisms. The first 
category refers to social processes in the neighbourhood. For 
example, socialization effects relate to the social learning of certain 
skills and behaviours through following role models and other social 
exemplars. Another important social-interactive mechanism is social 
networks, because information, knowledge, and resources are 
transmitted through them. The social-interactive mechanisms are 
considered to be at the core of the neighbourhood effects argument 
(van Ham et al. 2012), because social isolation in concentrations of 
disadvantage could cut people off from resources and information 
(the ‘good’ role models and valuable contacts) that could improve 
their situations and increase their life opportunities (Wilson 1987). 
The importance of social networks has also been emphasized in 
Sweden (Andersson 2001), whereas it has been challenged in the 
Dutch context (Miltenburg 2015). Galster’s second category is 
environmental mechanisms, which include physical surroundings, 
exposure to violence, and toxins. A recent study even argues that 
lead toxicity has played a major role in the contribution of racial 
segregation to the legacy of Black disadvantage in the U.S.A. 
(Sampson and Winter 2016). The mechanisms in the third category 
– geographical mechanisms – might produce specific local outcomes 
because of a neighbourhood’s location and position relative to larger 
political and economic forces through, for example, spatial 
mismatch (some neighbourhoods might have poor access to suitable 



  

job opportunities) and proximity to public services. The fourth 
category is institutional mechanisms, including stigmatization, 
access to and quality of local services, and market actors (e.g., 
presence of liquor stores, fast food restaurants, or fresh food markets 
could encourage or discourage certain behaviours). Negative images 
or reputations of a neighbourhood (i.e., stigmatization) can have 
negative impacts on all spheres of its residents’ lives, for example, 
job opportunities, educational prospects, self-esteem, and feelings of 
‘otherness’ (Dean and Hastings 2000, Johansson and Olofsson 2011, 
Sernhede 2011). Neighbourhood effects seem to be smaller in 
Europe than in the U.S.A., which is to be expected since European 
countries have more developed welfare policies, social security 
systems, governmental transfers of resources, and municipal 
support, etc. (Urban 2009). 

Although the emphasis of the discourse is very often on the 
negative effects of spatial patterns of segregation, neighbourhood 
effects are not necessarily negative and do not exist only in poor 
neighbourhoods (Musterd and Andersson 2005). Moreover, 
concentrations of poverty are not always areas without 
opportunities (Musterd and Murie 2006). In Europe, not all areas 
considered concentrations of poor people and excluded spaces are 
isolated, abandoned, and without commercial and public 
infrastructure (Musterd and Murie 2006). There are 
neighbourhoods in Europe considered as having concentrations of 
relative poverty that at the same time are also full of activity and 
characterized by strong social networks, connected to main 
infrastructure, linked to economic centres by public transport, and 
have good-quality housing (Musterd and Murie 2006). As briefly 
discussed earlier, ethnic enclaves can benefit their residents in many 
ways. Living close to co-ethnics could provide useful contacts for 
job opportunities (Edin et al. 2003), increase the probability of self-
employment (Andersson 2018), help ease the transition into a new 
society (especially for those who do not speak the local language) 
(Jargowsky 2009), offer social support through extended family 
networks (Pinkster 2007), and allow more skilled residents to 
support less skilled co-ethnics (i.e., ethnic human capital spillover) 
(Borjas 1998, Edin et al. 2003). Several studies in the Scandinavian 
context have found that ethnic clustering can have positive effects 
on income, although these effects differ between residents based on 
gender, length of stay in own-ethnic enclave, and skill level, and 
depend on the specific context (Andersson et al. 2014, 2018, 
Damm 2009, Edin et al. 2003, Musterd et al. 2008). A more 
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thorough overview of research on this topic can be found in paper 
III.  

Neighbourhoods are also positioned within a larger opportunity 
structure, where other geographical scales also affect and shape 
individuals’ lives. The notion of opportunity structure was first 
introduced by Galster and Killen (1995),7 but in the latest overview, 
Galster and Sharkey (2017) described it as the spatial opportunity 
structure. Elements of the spatial opportunity structure that 
influence individuals’ socioeconomic status are: labour, housing, and 
financial markets; criminal justice, education, health, transportation, 
and social service systems; the natural and built environments; 
public and private institutional resources and services; social 
networks; forces of socialization and social control; and local 
political systems (Galster and Sharkey 2017). The geographical 
levels at which these elements operate depend on the constitutional 
and legislative setting of a specific country and place. In Sweden, the 
geographical levels that can affect the outcomes of individuals are: 
neighbourhoods, where, according to Galster and Sharkey (2017), 
variations in safety, natural environment, social control, peer groups, 
social networks, institutions, and job accessibility operate; 
municipalities, which in Sweden are responsible for planning, 
housing, and public services; counties, which, for example, oversee 
the municipal affairs of public healthcare and public transport; and 
the national level, at which laws, policies, and regulations are 
determined that affect local decisions and individual outcomes. 
Moreover, higher regional-level (i.e., EU) policies and global 
processes and structures (e.g., capitalism, global inequality, and 
migration flows) affect laws, patterns, and processes at lower spatial 
scales, all the way to the neighbourhood level (Musterd 2005). 

It is important to note that neighbourhoods are not static entities, 
but are subject to constant processes of change. Researchers have 
argued that the processes of residential mobility directly influence 
the results of neighbourhood effect studies (Hedman 2011a, 
Hedman and van Ham 2012). In other words, selective residential 
mobility sorts people into neighbourhoods, creating patterns of 
segregation. The consequences of segregation are studied through 
neighbourhood effects, as variation across neighbourhoods can lead 
to inequality of opportunities and outcomes for individuals. 
However, residential mobility that keeps neighbourhoods dynamic 

            
7 However, the opportunity structure has been discussed earlier from 

other perspectives; for example, Hansen (1959) defined accessibility as 
potential opportunities for interaction.  



  

(all neighbourhoods experience in- and out-mobility) can also 
influence the mechanisms of neighbourhood effects. Further, true 
causal neighbourhood effects, i.e. that it is the deprived 
neighbourhood that causes people to be unemployed/poor(er), are 
very difficult to detect and it might be rather the (self)selection 
mechanism that explains the positive relationship between 
neighbourhood deprivation and individual poverty (Manley et al. 
2012, van Ham and Manley 2010). Poor people live in poor 
neighbourhoods because they cannot afford to live anywhere else, 
not that living in poor neighbourhoods makes them poor(er). 

Besides selective migration, other processes can affect changes in 
residential segregation, processes such as natural change, ageing, 
cohort replacement, and uneven rates of status change (Bailey 
2012). However, the core of this thesis concerns the relationship 
between social integration and residential segregation as mediated 
through residential mobility. In the following section, I introduce 
the migration flows that are arguably part of the dynamic processes 
that lead to ethnic segregation in Sweden.  

Dynamics of neighbourhoods in Sweden 
In Sweden the causes of ethnic segregation have been studied from 
the perspective of migration flows between neighbourhoods. 
Understanding migration is argued to be crucial in order to grasp 
segregation processes (Andersson and Molina 2003). Several studies 
have found that selective residential mobility patterns produce and 
reproduce immigrant-dense areas (Andersson 2013, Andersson and 
Bråmå 2004, Bråmå 2006b). Andersson and Molina (2003) defined 
four types of selective migration moves that together form a 
dynamic model explaining the creation of immigrant-dense 
neighbourhoods in Sweden.  

The first type is segregation-generating migration, meaning the 
moving of ethnic minorities into areas previously inhabited by the 
majority population. In Sweden, this process is mostly happening in 
residential areas with high turnover and vacancy levels (in rental 
segments, especially in the large housing estates). New ethnic 
groups in the country that lack economic and political resources are 
being directed towards certain residential areas.  

The second type is segregation-generated migration, which 
includes preference-based moves, such as the previously discussed 
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white flight or out-mobility due to dissatisfaction with 
neighbourhood socioeconomic characteristics.  

The third type, institutionally generated migration, is connected 
to political decisions that affect the dynamics of the housing market 
and residential mobility. This is also connected to other geographical 
levels besides the neighbourhood. As noted earlier, people face 
structural constraints on the housing market. The institutional forces 
that affect residents’ residential mobility and housing decisions are: 
the structure of the housing market, tax levels related to housing, 
housing allowances and subsidies, the labour market, economic and 
welfare policies, immigration and immigrant policies, and financial 
regulations. I have previously touched on the role of the welfare 
state in segregation processes; an overview of changes in housing 
policy and the welfare state, including the restructuring of the 
labour market over the last three decades, can be found in paper I.  

The fourth type is network-oriented migration, for which 
explanations can be found in previous sections. One thing that 
should be mentioned here is that since it is normal in Sweden for 
fifty or even sometimes over one hundred nationalities to live in the 
same residential area, the argument that immigrants want to live 
self-segregated near their co-ethnics probably does not have as much 
explanatory power as is sometimes assumed (Andersson and Molina 
2003). 

Conceptual model 
As discussed in this theoretical chapter, the relationship between 
residential segregation (neighbourhood composition) and social 
integration (individual characteristics)8 has mainly been studied in 
two strands of research. First, the ‘drivers of segregation’ strand 
includes the four theoretical models introduced earlier in this 
chapter. The spatial assimilation model argues that one’s 
socioeconomic characteristics determine where one lives. Massey 
and Denton (1985) have stated that immigrants who are socially 
and economically upwardly mobile seek out neighbourhoods where 
natives tend to predominate. The place stratification model adds 

            
8 In this thesis, I operationalize social integration from an individual 

perspective, though it is important to recall that social integration does not 
only depend on individual characteristics, but is also affected by many other 
factors, for example, discrimination in the labour and housing markets, 
prejudice, and majority population attitudes. 



  

that this relationship could differ between groups.9 Second, the 
‘neighbourhood effects’ strand hypothesizes that the neighbourhood 
one lives in determines, or at least influences, other spheres of one’s 
life (e.g., employment, education, and income). According to this 
strand of research, the contextual factors of neighbourhoods affect 
the socioeconomic prospects of their inhabitants over and above 
their individual characteristics.  

To better understand segregation processes, residential mobility 
should also be included in the conceptual model. Neighbourhoods 
are produced and reproduced through selective residential mobility. 
Residential mobility patterns (e.g., white flight) might lead to 
neighbourhood change, which in turn might lead to successive 
residential mobility. Thus, there is a two-way causal relationship 
between residential mobility and residential segregation. On the 
other hand, individual characteristics determine who moves where, 
as individuals are sorted into neighbourhoods based on 
socioeconomic attributes and ethnicity, which are (in theory) 
influenced by neighbourhood effects.  

Furthermore, macro-contextual features, such as discrimination 
and increasing inequality in society and on the housing market, 
affect the residential mobility of some groups more than others. 
Marginalized groups could be more likely to become ‘trapped’ in 
certain neighbourhoods and segments of the housing market. It 
should be recalled that all these relationships and outcomes are 
dynamic and subject to change, so incorporating time into the 
framework is crucial.  

A schematic of the causal relationships between residential 
segregation, residential mobility, and social integration is shown in 
Figure 1. The three papers in this thesis all contribute to our 
knowledge of the causal directions between residential segregation, 
residential mobility, and social integration. However, the thesis does 
not strive to study the true effects of the causes, but rather to 
explore the systematic differences between groups when it comes to 
these relationships. The thesis deepens our understanding of 
contexts, nuances, possible constraints, and opportunities for 
different groups. The thesis focuses on both dynamics and 

            
9 The preference-based model and the social structural sorting 

perspective are also important theoretical explanations of the relationship 
between social integration and residential segregation, but they postulate 
hypotheses that need other types of data in order to be incorporated into 
the framework of this thesis. This thesis uses registry data, and this limits 
the theoretical models that are relevant and can be applied here. 
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outcomes, while applying a contextual and time-conscious 
framework.  

 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual model. 



  

3. Data and methods 

The research fields of residential segregation, integration, and 
mobility have long histories as well as broad scopes. Consequently, 
questions concerning these fields have been studied using many 
different techniques, both qualitative and quantitative. Quantitative 
methods have been used to study general processes, aggregate 
residential patterns, and mobility flows. However, statistical 
methods do not allow us to study how people think or how they 
reach particular decisions concerning migration. These two 
methodological standpoints complement each other, and both 
micro- and macro-level analyses are important in order to 
understand the full picture. Quantitative methods provide us with 
tools to reach aggregate-level explanations, while qualitative 
methods contribute to these fields by examining contexts and 
fostering deeper understandings of the mechanisms.  

The papers that constitute this thesis apply quantitative 
techniques. Sweden is one of the few countries in the world having 
very detailed longitudinal registry data, enabling complex statistical 
analysis over a long period of time. The Swedish data enable 
researchers to untangle the complex mechanisms behind residential 
segregation to a greater extent than in other countries where the 
available data are more limited. Several quantitative techniques are 
used in this thesis: descriptive statistics, binary logistic regression 
models, survival models (i.e., Kaplan–Meier survival analysis and 
Cox proportional hazard models), and linear probability models. 
The choice of research methodology for each paper is based on the 
formulated research questions, to ensure that each paper employs 
the method(s) best suited to answering the research questions of 
that particular study. The methods are described and justified in 
more detail in each paper, so I will not discuss them more 
thoroughly here. This section instead focuses on the database used 
and certain concepts and operationalisations that merit further 
explanation.  

44



 45 

The PLACE database 
All papers in this thesis use data from the PLACE database located 
at the Department of Social and Economic Geography, Uppsala 
University.10 The PLACE database is based on various 
administrative registers maintained by Statistics Sweden. The data 
comprise longitudinal sets of annual discrete information about all 
individuals and all real estate properties with registered residents 
existing in Sweden between 1990 and 2014.11 All individuals are 
geo-coded, and the year-by-year pairs of coordinates for residential 
properties are known throughout the period. The registers contain 
information about all individuals’ demographic (e.g., sex, year of 
birth, household information, position in the household, and 
number and age of children), socioeconomic (e.g., employment 
status, income from various sources, and level and type of 
education), and ethnic (i.e., country of birth and citizenship) 
background, as well as geographic location and housing information 
(e.g., housing type and ownership type). The information is 
available only for the years an individual resides in Sweden, so it is 
impossible to compare the individual’s socioeconomic position 
before and after migrating to Sweden. Furthermore, if an individual 
leaves Sweden and then returns after some years, information is not 
available for the years she or he was not living in Sweden. Moreover, 
the registers link parents and their children. The yearly character of 
the data allows people’s socioeconomic situation and residential 
mobility patterns to be followed. The longitudinal character of the 
data is a great asset for understanding residential segregation 
patterns and residential mobility flows over time.  

Despite the excellence of the available data, a few gaps in the 
data had to be considered when setting up the analytical strategy for 
this thesis. First, there were gaps in the housing data: the yearly 
housing data were added to PLACE in 2016, but before that the 
data were collected for 1990, 1995, and every second year from 
2000 to 2008. Due to the gaps in the data up to 2016, only paper I 
uses the housing data. Since 2016, yearly housing data has been 
available for all years between 1990 and 2014, but another problem 
remains. The housing data for the full period are not related to 

            
10 It should be noted that an almost identical database, the Geosweden 

database, exists at the Institute for Housing and Urban Research (IBF) at 
Uppsala University.  

11 The database was updated with data for 2011–2014 in 2016. The 
subsets for the empirical papers II and III had already been created by then, 
so they contain data only up to 2010.  



  

dwellings, but to real estate units, which can consist of one or 
several buildings.12 As a result, there is lack of data on dwelling 
characteristics, especially for multi-family dwellings. In multi-family 
dwellings, the information on the price, size, and standard of 
dwellings is impossible to disaggregate from the real estate unit, and 
this information could be decisive for residential mobility decisions. 
On the other hand, the housing tenure is determined from the 
juridical form of ownership of the property.  

Second, there is a lack of completely reliable data on households. 
Since the Swedish registry data are individual based, the only way to 
follow couples is if they are registered, i.e., married, registered 
partners, or have a child in common. It is possible to identify 
couples based on the real estate unit where they both live, as long as 
it is a detached house. Since there is no information on the 
dwellings in multifamily housing, it is impossible to identify 
childless couples in multifamily housing. Since cohabitation without 
registering is a common form of partnership in Sweden, this means 
that single-person households are overestimated in the data.  

On the other hand, a very important strength of the data for this 
thesis is the geo-coding. In most countries, the geographical data 
available for research are aggregated to the level of some sort of 
administrative spatial unit that can be called a neighbourhood. In 
some cases, the boundaries of these neighbourhoods have been 
drawn by municipal officials following natural boundaries and 
aiming for homogeneity according to the socioeconomic status of 
the residents and the dwellings’ style and building period. In other 
cases, census tracts, electoral wards, or postcode areas are used. In 
most cases, this means that the neighbourhoods that can be studied 
are predefined and quite large in size. In the PLACE database, the 
highest resolution geographical level available for research is the 
residential coordinates of all residents of Sweden on a grid of 100 × 
100 m.13 This means that it is possible to escape fixed boundaries 
and create scalable individualized neighbourhoods (Östh 2014, 
Östh et al. 2015, Östh et al. 2014, Östh and Türk 2019). More 
about this approach can be found in the next section. Besides the 
geographical coordinates, each individual is connected to a Small-
Area Market Statistics (SAMS) neighbourhood code, which also 

            
12 After a decision by the Swedish parliament, Statistics Sweden 

developed a dwelling register. Data from that register will greatly improve 
future studies of residential dynamics and segregation. The PLACE database 
now contains this information for the years 2013 and 2014.  

13 In the registry, the level of resolution is much greater, i.e., one metre, 
but this is typically not made available for research purposes. 
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reveals in what municipality and county the neighbourhood is 
located.  

The study areas 
The three empirical papers that constitute this thesis all use 
different geographical subsets of the database. The choice of the 
study population for each paper depended on the specific research 
questions and aims. Paper I studies certain neighbourhoods (i.e., 
LHEs) in Stockholm County that can be considered to be at the 
bottom of the housing hierarchy where the most disadvantaged 
groups might become ‘trapped’. Paper II takes a more macro look at 
spatial assimilation and place stratification in Sweden, considering 
the entire country of Sweden and the total foreign-born population. 
Since all three largest cities in Sweden have seen large influxes of 
migrants, and most of the migrants live in those cities, paper III uses 
data from Stockholm, Gothenburg, and Malmö to study 
neighbourhood effects. The choices of the studied geographical 
areas and populations are further justified in each paper.  

Operational definitions and central concepts 
Since this is a quantitative geographical thesis, it is necessary to 
categorize not only people but also geographical space. Both types 
of categorization are problematic in many ways. People and space 
can be categorized in various ways, and how the categories are 
constructed can affect the empirical results. In the following 
sections, I explain how I operationalized geographical space into 
neighbourhoods, how I operationalized moves, and, last, how I dealt 
with categorizing people, i.e., the definition of an immigrant.  

Neighbourhood 
Geographical space is a continuous variable, and to include it in 
statistical neighbourhood studies, it should be categorized into areas 
in one way or another. The main approaches to operationalizing 
neighbourhoods are based either on individuals as starting points or 
on predefined fixed spatial units comprising aggregate data. As 
previously mentioned, research treating the neighbourhood as an 
analytical unit has traditionally been bound to using predefined 
spatial units such as neighbourhoods. A few problems have caught 



  

researchers’ attention concerning this approach. First, available 
measures are based on aggregate numbers in statistically defined 
areas and thus provide information about abstract spatial structure 
(Östh et al. 2014). This means that if we want to measure 
segregation, then measures based on predefined statistical areas are 
measures of the areas and their contexts, not of individuals and their 
residential contexts (Türk and Östh 2017, Östh and Türk 2019). 
The second problem with predefined areas is the artificiality of their 
boundaries, because they are not always aligned with the social 
processes in the neighbourhoods.  

An important problem with these predefined areas is the well-
known more general modifiable areal unit problem (MAUP) 
(Openshaw 1984). MAUP consists of two more specific problems 
concerning scale and zoning. The level of segregation changes 
depending on the populations of statistical areas (Östh et al. 2015); 
as segregation levels are usually higher when the areas of study are 
smaller (Wong 1997), smaller concentration pockets, for example, 
of poverty, might go unnoticed when using larger areas. The results 
of an analysis that takes account of geography will depend on the 
geographical spatial scale used, because using a larger unit entails 
aggregating smaller spatial units into larger ones. Further, measures 
at the smaller spatial scale are embedded within measures at any 
larger spatial scales (Johnston et al. 2016, Manley et al. 2015). The 
spatial scale should preferably depend on the research question 
addressed, and as discussed above, the spatial opportunity structure 
works on different spatial scales. The zoning (i.e., how boundaries 
are drawn) of predefined areas might also be problematic. This way 
of defining neighbourhoods has also been called the non-overlapping 
boundary approach (Hipp and Boessen 2013). One of the biggest 
problems concerns comparisons over time, because predefined areas 
are subject to change over time. Areas can change with rezoning 
(meaning that people have not moved, but drawing the boundary in 
a different way will change the underlying pattern and thus the 
context of the neighbourhood), but changes in patterns can also 
happen when boundaries stay the same (e.g., when new buildings 
are built in an area).  

The predefined administrative spatial units that are most used in 
Swedish research on segregation are the SAMS units14 (examples of 

            
14 The newest operationalization of neighbourhood units was launched in 

2018 by Statistics Sweden, called Demografiska Statistikområden (DeSO, 
i.e., demographic statistical areas), and these units are more uniform in 
population size than are SAMS units. 
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research where SAMS have been used, see for instance: Andersson 
2013, Andersson et al. 2014, Bergsten and Holmqvist 2013, Bråmå 
2006b, 2008, Hedman et al. 2011). SAMS areas are marketed by 
Statistics Sweden as residential neighbourhoods homogeneous in 
housing type, tenure, and construction period, while to a certain 
degree taking account of different physical barriers and ways of 
organizing services. However, the division into SAMS units differs 
between municipalities; they are not as homogeneous as sometimes 
assumed, and conclusions based on the SAMS subdivision need to 
be drawn with caution (Amcoff 2012). Nevertheless, a large amount 
of geographical research has been conducted using these units, 
which are considered sufficient for some research purposes. Since 
many studies use these units, they also serve to allow comparison 
between studies. However, as in longitudinal studies it is crucial to 
use a neighbourhood definition that is comparable over time as well 
as geographically and statistically sound, researchers have been using 
individualized bespoke neighbourhoods to circumvent the MAUP 
problem (Andersson and Musterd 2010, Johnston et al. 2005, Östh 
et al. 2015, Östh et al. 2014). Some researchers have argued for 
individualized bespoke neighbourhoods that are constant in 
geographic size (measured by radius) (Hipp and Boessen 2013), 
others for neighbourhoods that are constant in population 
(Andersson and Malmberg 2015, Johnston et al. 2005, Östh et al. 
2015, Östh et al. 2014). This thesis operationalizes neighbourhoods 
using the latter approach.  

This thesis employs EquiPop software (Östh 2014, Östh and 
Türk 2019) to calculate individualized neighbourhoods. EquiPop 
has made calculating individual neighbourhoods based on 
population size (the k-nearest-neighbour approach) possible for 
large datasets. With EquiPop, it is possible to obtain contextual 
neighbourhood information on different spatial scales, with spatial 
scale being measured as counts of the k-nearest neighbours (i.e., 
population counts). In individual k-nearest-neighbour 
neighbourhoods, all people have their own individual 
neighbourhoods, varying in size but roughly uniform in population. 
With EquiPop, it is possible to calculate neighbourhood context 
using a user-defined spatial scale for every coordinate. The context 
could be, for example, the socioeconomic status of the 
individualized neighbourhoods in terms of percentage of individuals 
who are employed, have higher education, earn high income, etc. 
The neighbourhood contexts of each coordinate pair are 
disaggregated back to the individual level, meaning that all the 



  

individuals living at the same coordinate are assigned the same value 
for their neighbourhood characteristics. See Alm Fjellborg (2018), 
Östh (2014), and Östh and Türk (2019) for further information on 
how EquiPop works.  

There are several reasons why using individualized 
neighbourhoods is a better approach for this thesis than using 
predefined administrative spatial units such as SAMS. First, when 
conducting research on more than one city in Sweden, it is 
problematic to use SAMS areas because they are defined differently 
in different municipalities. The sizes and population densities of 
SAMS areas vary considerably between municipalities, for example, 
being much smaller in Gothenburg than in Stockholm.  

Second, with the k-nearest-neighbour approach, one can better 
capture what residents perceive as a neighbourhood, because it 
places the individual at the centre of her or his own neighbourhood. 
The resulting neighbourhood characteristics sometimes better 
represent the actual urban context surrounding each individual 
(Hedman et al. 2015).  

Third, the k-nearest-neighbour approach allows geographically 
very detailed analysis. Over the past two decades, researchers have 
been concerned with the ability of various segregation indices 
calculated based on administrative units to actually capture spatial 
patterns. Johnston et al. (2009) argued that segregation research 
needs to put geography at the forefront. Since the neighbourhood 
size (measured in counts of people) is user defined in the present 
approach, even the micro-geography of clustering can be studied 
(Páez et al. 2014). Geographically very detailed analysis is 
important for capturing nuances, such as immigrant clusters inside 
areas dominated by the majority population, that might go 
unnoticed when using larger, predefined neighbourhoods.  

Of course, as the appropriate neighbourhood size depends on the 
research question, different sizes are used in the empirical papers of 
this thesis. It seems that what people consider the most meaningful 
neighbourhood size is quite small, averaging 500 people (Haynes et 
al. 2007). Paper I examines the neighbourhood context in 
childhood. As children’s activity space is smaller than that of adults, 
a neighbourhood consisting of the 400 nearest neighbours was 
selected. Paper II investigates the spatial assimilation of adults, and 
for that a neighbourhood size of the 500 nearest neighbours was 
selected. Paper III sets out to detect possible ethnic economic 
capital in the neighbourhood on different spatial scales. To detect 
social ties and networks, a very detailed geography is necessary, so 
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the smallest neighbourhood spatial scale used in that paper is the 50 
nearest neighbours.  

In conclusion, the k-nearest-neighbour approach reduces the risk 
of biased neighbourhood estimates due to boundary effects that are 
likely when using administrative units. When the spatial relationship 
between individuals defines neighbourhoods, the k-nearest-
neighbour method allows better measurement of neighbourhoods, 
improving the validity of neighbourhood measurements. This way 
of delineating neighbourhoods should provide more valid insights 
into neighbourhood contexts and their effects on social integration, 
while allowing residential mobility to be captured at a very detailed 
geographic level.  

Residential mobility 
This thesis is concerned with residential mobility moves made by 
individuals. Households are generally preferred in residential 
mobility studies because the household usually moves together, but 
as explained earlier, it is difficult to identify households in the 
Swedish data. Also, all three papers consider longitudinal 
developments, and it is difficult to follow households over time – 
household compositions change, people form couples, couples 
separate, etc. Following individuals over time in all three papers 
increases the stability of the results.  

In the database, the geographical information about individuals’ 
residential location is provided by coordinates. The residential 
coordinates are measured every year on the last day of December. 
This makes it possible to track residential mobility from one 
coordinate to another, though it is impossible to track very short-
distance moves, for example, from one apartment to another inside 
the same building. Moreover, since the residential location is 
registered only once a year, it is only possible to track one move per 
year. This means that even though an individual might have moved 
more than once in a year, it is impossible to identify those moves. 
The overall definition of residential mobility in this thesis is based 
on changing residential coordinates between two consecutive years. 
However, in papers I and II, residential mobility is the central 
concern and specific types of moves are investigated. Paper I looks 
into moves to coordinates where Swedish-born people dominate 
among the 500 k-nearest neighbours to that coordinate. In paper I, 
all coordinates in Sweden are possible locations. Paper II looks into 
moves away from multifamily housing from coordinates defined as 



  

LHEs in Stockholm County. Moves inside these areas (i.e., from one 
LHE to another or from one building to another inside the same 
estate) are not considered moves. Paper III is not concerned with 
residential mobility.  

Immigrant 
The immigrant is a central concept in this thesis. Categorization of 
people is a necessary ‘evil’ in all research, not least in quantitative 
research. Some researchers argue that classifying people as ‘Swedes’ 
and ‘immigrants’ could do considerable harm in both research and 
policy, for example, reinforcing the division between ‘us’ and 
‘them’, and have a normative connotation – i.e., that part of being 
an outsider is not sharing the same values, and being perceived as 
not having the ‘right’ values (Anderson 2013). In Sweden, when 
discussing the concept of the immigrant, ‘whiteness’ is an important 
notion. Some scholars argue that in the Swedish national imaginary, 
the difference between the bodily concept of race and the cultural 
concept of ethnicity has weakened, meaning that Swedishness is 
whiteness (Hübinette and Lundström 2011). People who are non-
white, but could be fully embedded within Swedishness in terms of 
culture, language, and ethnicity, could experience racializing 
practices caused by their ‘non-Swedish’ bodies (Hübinette and 
Lundström 2011).  

A more practical problem that arises when categorizing people 
who have migrated to Sweden or whose ancestors are not from 
Sweden is that the PLACE database lacks information on ethnicity 
and race, including information only on the country of birth of the 
individual. Having to use country of birth as a proxy for ethnicity 
(e.g., in paper III) is problematic. The categories used in this thesis 
are based on country of birth or the parents’ country of birth, and 
sometimes these categories combine several ethnicities (e.g., the 
Turkish category also includes Kurds, Assyrians/Syriacs, and other 
ethnic minority people born in Turkey). Each paper in this thesis 
uses a different categorization, depending on the research question. 
Paper I uses a broad definition of having a non-Western background 
(also including the second generation), because non-Western groups 
face the highest risk of discrimination in Sweden and are often 
considered the most marginalized groups. Paper II categorizes all 
migrants into seven groups based on country of birth, defining a 
migrant as someone born abroad. Paper III examines migrants with 
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backgrounds in certain countries: Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Somalia. 
The categories and their uses are further explained in each paper.  



  

4. Summary of the thesis papers 

This dissertation comprises a collection of papers intended for 
publication in refereed international journals. In this section, I 
describe how the papers fit into the conceptual model of my thesis, 
which was introduced in the theory chapter, and summarize the 
three empirical papers. The numbers in Figure 2 indicate the 
locations within the conceptual model of the three papers that 
constitute this thesis, and which relationships the papers investigate.  

Paper I connects social integration and residential segregation as 
mediated through residential mobility. The paper examines 
residential out-mobility from LHEs in Stockholm against the 
backdrop of increasing housing market inequality and the 
stigmatization of those estates. It deals with how both 
neighbourhood composition (i.e., changing socioeconomic context) 
and individual characteristics (i.e., who gets the opportunity/prefers 
to move) affect residential mobility. Moreover, the paper 
contributes to our understanding of the reciprocal relationship 
between residential segregation (i.e., neighbourhood composition) 
and residential mobility (i.e., neighbourhood choice) by 
investigating whether sorting (i.e., residential mobility of people 
with certain characteristics) is greater from certain neighbourhoods 
in the estates (here, socioeconomically lower-status 
neighbourhoods), contributing to the shaping of neighbourhoods 
and their characteristics.  

Paper II analyses the relationship between social integration and 
residential segregation from the perspective of drivers of 
segregation: how individual socioeconomic attributes (intended 
proxies for social integration) affect the place of residence 
(residential segregation) – more precisely, the residential mobility of 
the foreign-born population to neighbourhoods dominated by the 
native population. The paper explores the variations between 
immigrant groups and settlement contexts.  

Paper III has its point of departure in the neighbourhood effects 
tradition: The paper explores whether the potential ethnic 
economic capital – in terms of employed co-ethnics – in one’s 
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neighbourhood (residential segregation) affects opportunities for 
employment (social integration). The paper investigates the effects 
of ethnic capital in neighbourhoods for four different immigrant 
groups.  

All three papers consider the larger macro context and follow 
processes and developments over time. However, paper I focuses 
more explicitly on the macro context than do the other two papers, 
by comparing three cohorts that grew up in certain neighbourhoods 
in different macroeconomic and socioeconomic contexts.  

 
 

 
 

Figure 2. The location of the papers in the conceptual model. 



  

Paper I  
Out-mobility from Stockholm’s large housing 
estates: local neighbourhood context and the 
changing importance of income over 
ethnicity  
This paper analyses the out-mobility of young adults from large 
housing estates (LHEs) in Stockholm Country. LHEs are at the 
centre of political and media discussion, being portrayed as places 
where a range of housing and socioeconomic problems manifest 
themselves. Sweden has seen growing inequalities and increased 
polarization in society. These developments translate into spatial 
inequalities that often are most visible at the bottom of the housing 
hierarchy. In Sweden, LHEs in the outskirts of cities are considered 
at the bottom of the housing hierarchy; these areas are often 
stigmatized and there is political worry about the estates’ 
development trajectories towards social exclusion. Relative to other 
areas in Stockholm, since 1990 the estates have seen decreasing 
employment and increasing proportions of low-income people and 
ethnic minorities. Whether these changes have affected the 
residential mobility of people who grew up in LHEs has so far not 
been studied.  

This study focuses on three cohorts of adolescents living with 
their parents in LHEs in 1990, 1997, and 2004 and looks into their 
residential outcomes 10 years later, in 2000, 2007, and 2014. The 
paper longitudinally examines how the probabilities of moving out 
of the estates have changed over time for those considered the most 
marginalized groups: people with low income, with non-Western 
background, and those belonging to both of these risk groups. The 
paper hypothesizes that out-mobility from the estates decreased 
over time for those belonging to the risk groups, as stigmatization 
and inequality on the housing market have increased. Since there is 
variation among the neighbourhoods in the LHEs, with some doing 
economically better than others, the second hypothesis posits that 
sorting is greater from neighbourhoods with lower socioeconomic 
status.  

Logistic regression is used to estimate the probability of out-
mobility from the estates. Average marginal effects are used to 
illustrate the differences in prediction between groups. The study 
finds that marginalization and out-mobility patterns not only 
depend on ethnic characteristics but also on the combination of 
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social status and ethnic background. However, the effect of having a 
non-Western background has decreased over time, while the effect 
of having low income has increased. The study’s conclusions are 
aligned with those of other Stockholm studies (e.g. Andersson and 
Kährik 2015): whereas ethnic segregation was previously the most 
important political problem, now, in an increasingly polarized 
society, the socioeconomic aspects add complexity. The results 
indicate that in the changing housing market with less affordable 
housing available out-mobility from LHEs has become less common 
for everyone, not only for people of non-Western background. Out-
mobility patterns based on neighbourhood status within LHEs 
reveal that sorting based on ethnic background is greater in higher-
status neighbourhoods, thus, contradicting the second hypothesis: 
People with non-Western background are considerably less likely to 
move away from LHEs if they grew up in higher-status 
neighbourhoods compared to lower-status neighbourhoods.  

Paper II 
What affects immigrants’ mobility towards 
native-dominated neighbourhoods? The role 
of individual resources, ethnicity and 
settlement context  
This paper analyses the link between residential segregation and 
social integration from the perspective of the spatial assimilation and 
place stratification models. The spatial assimilation model is widely 
used in the Western world to explain segregation. The model states 
that new migrants tend to reside in ethnic clusters in the host 
country because they can find support and help there. Once they 
learn more about the new host country and advance in 
socioeconomic terms, they spatially assimilate – i.e., move to 
neighbourhoods where the native population dominates. The spatial 
assimilation model sees living closer to natives as an important step 
in integrating into mainstream society. However, this relatively 
simplistic view of spatial assimilation has been criticized. The place 
stratification model argues that structural constraints should be 
taken into consideration because, for example, different immigrant 
groups likely face different challenges (e.g., discrimination) in host 
countries. This paper studies the residential mobility of different 
immigrant groups into native-dominated neighbourhoods. Does a 



  

better socioeconomic position facilitate residential mobility to 
native-dominated neighbourhoods? Does such mobility vary 
between immigrant groups and different settlement contexts? 

The paper provides new knowledge of spatial assimilation and 
place stratification in Sweden by studying all individuals who 
migrated to Sweden from 1990 to 2010, thereby covering the entire 
country of Sweden. To my knowledge, this is the first study in the 
Nordic context examining an entire country. This was made 
possible by using geographically and statistically sound individual 
bespoke neighbourhoods, comparable over time. Examining an 
entire country enabled me to study how different settlement 
contexts affect residential mobility.  

By conducting a survival analysis, the paper finds that the varying 
degrees of residential mobility to native-dominated neighbourhoods 
are dependent not only on a combination of socioeconomic 
attributes and immigrants’ regions of origin, but also on the local 
geographical context. The study finds that even after controlling for 
socioeconomic advancement, an ethnic hierarchy exists in Sweden. 
Moreover, place plays a role: it is easier to move to native-
dominated neighbourhoods outside the metropolitan areas, where 
the opportunity structures for spatial integration are less 
constrained. Residential mobility to native-dominated 
neighbourhoods is facilitated by good educational attainment, 
labour market participation, and by smaller shares of foreign born in 
the initial neighbourhood in Sweden. However, increase in income 
alone does not lead to mobility to native-dominated 
neighbourhoods.  

These results provide some support for the spatial assimilation 
model, but the persistent ethnic hierarchy cannot be explained 
solely by differences in socioeconomic characteristics, which 
indicates the importance of the stratification model. More 
importantly, it seems that attachment to the host society through 
life domains such as employment and education are more decisive 
factors determining residential location closer to the native 
population than is income. In the Scandinavian context, where 
welfare policies try to equalize the quality of services in 
neighbourhoods, there is less to gain by moving to ‘better’ 
neighbourhoods. Immigrants might prefer to save money or transfer 
it back to their country of origin, to family or as an investment. If 
policy makers are convinced that lower levels of residential 
segregation are necessary for social cohesion of cities, what seems to 
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be crucial for spatial integration is engagement with societal 
structures through employment and education.  

Paper III 
Ethnic economic capital in neighbourhoods: 
impact on immigrants' employment 
opportunities  
This paper investigates the relationship between residential 
segregation and social integration in light of the neighbourhood 
effects research strand. Neighbourhood effects theory states that the 
neighbourhood where one lives affects one’s life opportunities over 
and above individual characteristics. The most widely acknowledged 
assumption is that living in an immigrant-dense neighbourhood 
hinders social integration because it prevents contacts with the 
native population and puts migrants in a socially isolated position. 
Many believe that the residential mobility of migrants towards 
predominately native neighbourhoods is a key indicator of 
immigrants’ social integration. On the other hand, there are 
theoretical reasons why ethnic concentrations could be beneficial for 
migrants. Living among other migrants and co-ethnics could provide 
shelter against discrimination, useful networks, information about 
employment opportunities, financial resources, support, etc. As 
social integration is therefore not determined solely by residential 
location, the role of ethnic clusters themselves ought to be 
investigated.  

This study investigates the influence of living among co-ethnics 
on employment opportunities, since in Sweden being employed is 
generally seen as a key aspect of immigrants’ broader integration 
into the host society. The study considers four of the biggest non-
Western groups in Sweden from 2000 to 2010: males with 
backgrounds in Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and Somalia. The study argues 
that when it comes to investigating the effects of living in ethnic 
clusters, there are certain deficits in the neighbourhood effects 
tradition, namely, the artificiality of boundaries and issues 
connected to spatial scale. This study addresses these issues by using 
individual bespoke neighbourhoods measured by the k-nearest 
neighbours on three different spatial scales. The study applies a 
‘shell’ approach to neighbourhoods to discern the effects of different 
scales: neighbourhoods are not simply increased in size, but the 



  

concentric rings of neighbourhoods surrounding the focal 
neighbourhood are distinguished from one another. Moreover, the 
paper improves our knowledge of the field by showing that it is the 
ethnic economic capital – measured by shares of employed co-
ethnics – in the neighbourhood that is an important factor in 
determining the employment prospects of people with migrant 
backgrounds.  

By employing fixed-effects linear probability models, the study 
finds that increasing the share of employed co-ethnics in one’s 
neighbourhood positively affects males’ employment opportunities. 
As expected, the size of the effect varies between groups and with 
the neighbourhood spatial scale. The effect is largest on the smallest 
spatial scale, decreasing with larger neighbourhood spatial scales. By 
delineating the focal neighbourhood by the 50 nearest neighbours 
(the smallest neighbourhood spatial scale used in the study), the 
study concludes that the possibly relevant co-ethnic social ties that 
lead to employment are strongly localized.  

The results of this study are in line with those of previous 
Swedish studies emphasizing that the impact of ethnic 
concentrations on labour market outcomes depends on 
circumstances. For example, it has been found that the effect 
depends on the neighbourhood level of employment and the 
trajectory of the ethnic share (Andersson et al. 2014), immigrants’ 
length of stay in ethnic enclaves (Musterd et al. 2008), and gender 
(Andersson et al. 2018). This study improves our knowledge of 
neighbourhood effects in Sweden, finding that the effect of ethnic 
clustering is conditional whether the co-ethnics are employed – i.e., 
ethnic economic capital – in the neighbourhood, and on how 
neighbourhoods are delineated and the neighbourhood spatial scale 
is applied. Future studies should further investigate the spatial 
features of ethnic clusters.  
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5. Conclusions and suggestions for 
further research 

As stated in chapter one, the aim of this thesis is to analyse the 
relationship between residential segregation and social integration. 
In this thesis, residential segregation is operationalized as 
neighbourhood composition, and social integration is measured as 
individual socioeconomic characteristics. The thesis draws on two 
schools of research: one explains how people are sorted into 
neighbourhoods, creating patterns of segregation, and the other 
focuses on the consequences of segregation for individuals. The 
thesis investigates how individual socioeconomic (and demographic) 
characteristics influence the type of residential neighbourhood in 
which a person lives (see papers I and II) and how neighbourhood 
composition affects individual outcomes and thereby social 
integration (see paper III). By analysing Swedish registry data using 
various statistical methods, my research shows that the relationship 
between residential segregation and social integration is not 
straightforward, but complex and nuanced. The relationships vary 
between groups with different backgrounds, and also by settlement 
context, temporal context, macro context, and neighbourhood 
spatial scale. The thesis identifies possible constraints and 
opportunities facing different groups.  

Contributions of the thesis 
Methodological contributions 
The dynamics and outcomes of segregation have been much 
researched both in the U.S.A. and in Europe. There are, however, 
still research lacunae. To improve our knowledge of the present 
topic, the empirical papers that comprise this thesis introduce a 
nuance, or new perspective, missing from previous research. One 
thing that is common to all three papers and is arguably among the 
main contributions of this thesis is the use of individual bespoke 



  

neighbourhoods constructed using EquiPop software. This thesis has 
shown that conceptualizing neighbourhoods in a different way from 
the dominant research practice of using predefined administrative 
spatial units can be productive. Using individual bespoke 
neighbourhoods, especially in analyses of social processes, can be 
more accurate and model a more authentic residential environment 
surrounding each individual. I therefore argue that the results 
presented here are more relevant from the individual’s perspective.  

Furthermore, by using individual bespoke neighbourhoods, it is 
possible to minimize statistical bias that could arise from aggregating 
data to units with artificial boundaries. By being based on 
coordinates and fixed population counts, the k-nearest-neighbour 
neighbourhoods are geographically sound and comparable over 
time. However, I am aware that in some other respects delineating a 
neighbourhood this way may be less than optimal. For example, the 
k-nearest-neighbour neighbourhoods used here do not take physical 
structure and barriers (e.g., roads) into consideration. Moreover, for 
planning purposes and comparison with previous studies, a pre-
existing widely used division of space could be more relevant. Also, 
in cases in which the area itself contains attributes that define 
neighbourhoods, fixed boundaries are better. This thesis analyses 
social processes, however, and for that purpose the k-nearest-
neighbour approach is in many ways superior.  

Not only does defining neighbourhoods based on counts of 
people allow researchers to capture a more realistic residential 
context for the individual, but it also enables the study of different 
relevant spatial scales. It allows for the use of geographically very 
detailed analysis that in some cases is essential for detecting certain 
spatial relationships. As papers I and III in this thesis have shown, it 
is sometimes useful to employ a more detailed spatial scale than 
administrative units can provide. The results of paper I indicate that 
sorting patterns are affected by the socioeconomic status of the local 
neighbourhood (k = 400) inside LHE areas classified as such based 
on SAMS spatial units. If the neighbourhood spatial scale had been 
operationalized as a SAMS unit, this local residential sorting pattern 
would have gone unnoticed. Paper III reveals that ethnic economic 
capital can play a role on a very small spatial scale (k = 50). For 
example, a previous Swedish study (Andersson et al. 2018) of the 
role of co-ethnic residential context in male refugees’ employment 
found no significant contextual effect when using SAMS units 
(average SAMS units in Sweden contain 1000 residents). This thesis 
provides support for the notion that to detect social-interactive 
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neighbourhood effect mechanisms, more detailed geography might 
be necessary (Hedman 2011b). Paper III shows that ethnic 
economic capital, in terms of ethnic contacts, that influences 
immigrant males’ employment prospects is strongly localized in 
Swedish metropolitan regions. 

I therefore argue that studies of residential segregation and 
neighbourhood effects could have a lot to gain by opting for a 
flexible multi-scalar delineation of neighbourhoods based on counts 
of k-nearest neighbours. The growing research into the importance 
of scale has shown that scale matters. However, there is no 
consensus as to what spatial scales are relevant to the social 
processes under study. Future studies should strive to incorporate 
spatial scale not only into analytical strategy but also into theoretical 
frameworks. This would contribute to a better understanding of the 
scalar complexity that researchers and policy makers face.  

Empirical contributions 
The first main empirical contribution of this thesis relates to 
background. All of the papers found that an individual’s specific 
foreign background plays a role in determining what neighbourhood 
he or she lives in and how neighbourhood composition influences 
social integration. For example, differences based on background 
can be observed in residential out-mobility from LHEs: even in the 
same income category, people of non-Western background seem to 
have a lower probability of leaving LHEs than do other groups (see 
paper I). Although this could be the result of preferential 
differences, I interpret this as related to opportunity constraints. 
Such constraints are not limited to income and employment but 
include structural and institutional discrimination as well. Whether 
preferences or such unmeasured constraints explain the findings 
cannot be clarified in this study, and further research is necessary.  

By studying residential mobility towards native-dominated 
neighbourhoods, paper II shows that the differences between 
country-of-birth categories do not disappear after controlling for 
settlement context in Sweden and for individual demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics. These results support those of 
previous studies (Bråmå 2008, Kauppinen et al. 2015, Magnusson 
Turner and Hedman 2014, Vogiazides 2018). From this I conclude 
that the place stratification model could be more relevant in 
Sweden than the spatial assimilation model. Perhaps a preference-
based model or the social structural sorting perspective could also 



  

explain these residential mobility patterns; however, these two 
models could not be tested with the data used here. I also find that 
the impact of ethnic economic capital in one’s neighbourhood on 
labour market participation varies by country of origin (see paper 
III).  

The second main empirical contribution of this thesis is the 
finding that context matters. By context here I mean time, macro 
context, geography, and spatial scale. Paper I introduces time and 
macro context by studying residential mobility differences among 
three cohorts. To my knowledge, there have not previously been 
similar cohort studies in Sweden (but see also Alm Fjellborg (2018). 
The paper follows three cohorts that grew up in LHEs in Stockholm 
in three time periods with different macroeconomic and 
socioeconomic neighbourhood contexts. The results indicate that 
changes in these contexts (e.g., deteriorating socioeconomic 
conditions, growing stigmatization, and increasing housing market 
inequality) are correlated with out-mobility from these areas. 
Throughout the three time periods, the ones that show the lowest 
probabilities of leaving LHEs combine low income and non-Western 
background. This adds to previous research on selective mobility 
that has found that neighbourhoods are reproduced via residential 
mobility: mobility into and out of distressed areas is 
socioeconomically and ethnically selective (Andersson 2013, 
Andersson and Bråmå 2004, Bråmå 2008, Bråmå and Andersson 
2005). However, the role of income has increased in importance 
relative to ethnic background. This is in line with previous studies 
finding that ethnic segregation has declined within the same income 
brackets (Andersson and Kährik 2015).  

Paper II in this thesis introduces settlement context (geography) 
to residential mobility studies by incorporating different municipal 
contexts in Sweden. The study finds that settlement context is a key 
indicator of movement towards native-dominated neighbourhoods. 
Such residential mobility is much easier outside metropolitan areas 
where there are fewer immigrants, but typically fewer labour 
market opportunities. These results indicate that living closer to 
natives does not always mean a better socioeconomic position. 
Another important aspect of context that comes out of this study is 
that initial neighbourhood context in a new country matters for 
future integration trajectories (see also Andersson et al. 2018, 
Skovgaard Nielsen 2016). I found that the share of foreign-born 
people in an immigrant’s first neighbourhood is negatively 
correlated with residential mobility to native-dominated 
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neighbourhoods. Therefore, I argue that further research focusing 
more on context is necessary to understand what drives moves 
connected to the spatial assimilation model in different contexts. So 
far, all studies have focused on spatial assimilation in metropolitan 
areas and neglected other settlement contexts. However, many 
more recently arrived refugees than before (culminating in October 
2015) are awaiting their asylum decisions in municipalities in rural 
Sweden (Andersson 2017). On the other hand, many of them will 
probably promptly relocate to one of Sweden’s major cities, as was 
the case earlier.15 In that case, future studies should put greater 
emphasis on the context of the first neighbourhood after such 
relocation.  

Paper III introduces the importance of spatial scale, which has 
been on the research agenda for some time (Andersson and Musterd 
2010, Brattbakk 2014, Clark and Östh 2018, Clark et al. 2015, 
Flowerdew et al. 2008, Haynes et al. 2007, Lupton and Kneale 
2012, Sluiter et al. 2015, Östh et al. 2015). Neighbourhood scale is 
introduced in this thesis not by increasing neighbourhood size, but 
by creating adjacent neighbourhoods, separating the outer 
neighbourhood concentric rings from the focal neighbourhood. This 
approach makes it possible to detect the impact of the larger 
neighbourhoods that surround a resident’s focal neighbourhood.  

Like all studies that have incorporated scale into their analytical 
strategy, this paper finds that scale matters. However, 
neighbourhood effect studies have presented somewhat 
contradictory results when it comes to scale: some find that the 
highest geographical level has the greatest effect on socioeconomic 
outcomes (Brattbakk 2014), others that the lowest geographical 
level tends to be most important (Andersson and Musterd 2010, 
Johnston et al. 2004, Johnston et al. 2005, Lupton and Kneale 
2012). Paper III in this thesis concludes that neighbourhood effects 
are greatest on the smallest scale. Further, as smaller spatial scales 
are embedded within larger scales, future research would benefit 
from multilevel analytical strategy, as employed, for example, in 
modelling segregation (see Johnston et al. 2016, Jones et al. 2015, 
Manley et al. 2015). 

Studies have also found that the strength of the neighbourhood 
effect at various scales depends on the contextual measures, with 

            
15 Among refugees who immigrated between 2006 and 2010, every third 

refugee who had been assigned to a municipality outside the major cities 
had moved to one of these cities five years after immigration (Statistics 
Sweden 2016). 



  

some contextual measures having a stronger effect on one scale, 
others on another scale (Andersson and Musterd 2010). My study 
finds that even though the main contextual variable under 
investigation – ethnic economic capital – and ethnic capital in the 
neighbourhood have the greatest effects on the lowest scale, 
economic capital (in terms of employed people) has stronger effects 
on higher spatial scales. This is in line with the finding of Andersson 
and Musterd (2010) that the proportion of unemployed people (in 
contrast to other contextual variables) has the strongest effect on a 
higher spatial scale. Thus, it is important to continue to include 
various spatial scales and contextual variables in analytical strategies 
of neighbourhood effects studies. Certain neighbourhood effects 
might only operate on certain spatial scales.  

Although my study offers quite a few new important insights into 
scale and neighbourhood contexts, it considers only one 
socioeconomic outcome – employment. We find that different 
contextual variables matter in different ways on different scales; 
however, these variables and scales could have different meanings 
for other outcomes, for example, for educational attainment. In the 
Nordic context, it has been found that neighbourhood deprivation 
has a bigger effect on young people’s educational attainment than 
on income or employment (Andersson 2004, Brattbakk and Wessel 
2013). One possible future research avenue would be to take 
account of more outcome variables to obtain an even more nuanced 
view of how neighbourhood composition might affect individual 
socioeconomic outcomes. Moreover, when it comes to employment, 
it is known that where one lives matters a great deal (Reglab 2017). 
This study looks only at the three metropolitan cities, but future 
research could include other labour market regions as well. 

Concluding remarks 
Although this is an academic thesis, it would be worthwhile to 
reflect on how its empirical findings are in line with policies aiming 
to create socially and spatially integrative and cohesive cities. In 
Sweden, many distressed areas are targeted by social mix and area-
based policies intended to make these areas more attractive to the 
middle classes. A more diversified socioeconomic mix is believed to 
create better social opportunities for individuals (Musterd and 
Andersson 2005). Paper I analysed out-mobility from Stockholm 
County LHEs, many of which have been subject to area-based 
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policies. The results of paper I indicate that the policies may not 
have produced the desired effects, as ‘middle class leakage’ is still 
happening from these areas. Successful young people tend to leave 
LHEs, even now that newly built housing has been added to the 
housing stock in some cases (inserting cooperative housing is one 
tool of social mix policies to diversify the tenure structure and 
attract better-off residents). This out-mobility is not a bad thing in 
itself, but given the goals of area-based policy, it bears noting that 
individual success does not necessarily translate into neighbourhood 
success (Bråmå and Andersson 2005, Öresjö et al. 2004). Policies 
that target neighbourhoods do not address the underlying structural 
issues, and it seems that these policies have not succeeded in 
changing the social composition of neighbourhoods – successful 
individuals continue to leave the estates. Further, if the desired 
outcome of social mixing in neighbourhoods is tackling individual 
deprivation, then it is only possible to achieve that outcome if 
(negative) causal neighbourhood effects exist in the first place and it 
is not the (self)selection mechanism that explains the correlation 
between neighbourhood composition and individual outcomes 
(Manley et al. 2012). Even if social mix policies that act through 
mixing tenures manage to change the neighbourhood composition, 
it is through replacing poor residents by more affluent residents and 
thus not improving the lives of original residents (Manley et al. 
2012). This does not mean that investment in deprived 
neighbourhoods is not important; the most marginalized people in 
the society who have little choice where to live also deserve better 
living environments with good access to important services.  

Returning to the relationship between residential segregation and 
social integration, this thesis has shown that this relationship is 
complex and depends on many factors and contextual features. 
Residential segregation is believed to contribute to inequality and 
social exclusion, and even to threaten the social cohesion of 
European societies. The papers in this thesis have quite different 
views of this issue (papers I and II compared to paper III), and the 
results indicate that there is no straightforward causal relationship 
implying that segregation is inevitably ‘bad’ or that better 
socioeconomic position necessarily translates into ‘upwards’ 
residential mobility for everyone. For example, paper III showed 
that living among co-ethnics is not always detrimental to labour 
market outcomes. When more co-ethnics in the neighbourhood are 
employed (i.e., when there is more ethnic economic capital in the 
neighbourhood), this can improve participation in the labour 



  

market. Moreover, immigrants’ socioeconomic advances and group 
background characteristics do not translate uniformly across 
different local contexts into residential mobility towards native-
dominated neighbourhoods (see paper II). In a strong welfare 
context, there might be less to gain by moving to ‘better’ 
neighbourhoods. On the other hand, some individual socioeconomic 
attributes are quite strong determinants of ‘upwards’ residential 
mobility (e.g., higher education and employment). This thesis also 
finds that, over time, fewer young people are leaving LHEs and that 
the most marginalized groups are the least likely to leave areas 
considered at the bottom of the housing hierarchy (see paper I). I 
interpret this as indicating that opportunity constraints connected to 
individual characteristics and housing conditions have increased over 
time.  

In sum, I agree with Andersson et al. (2014) that the overall weak 
employment position of immigrants in Sweden should not be 
reduced to an issue of geographical residential distribution per se. 
Residential location among co-ethnics does not automatically mean 
worse labour market outcomes (see paper III) and, relatedly, social 
mobility does not necessarily translate into residential mobility 
towards native-dominated neighbourhoods (see paper II). 
Nevertheless, to better understand the complex relationship 
between residential segregation and social integration, researchers 
should incorporate spatial features of residential neighbourhoods 
into their theoretical and analytical frameworks.  

I would like to conclude this thesis by briefly returning to 
perhaps the most praised book about segregation in the past few 
years. In Cycle of Segregation: Social Processes and Residential 
Stratification, Krysan and Crowder (2017) proposed a social 
structural sorting perspective to explain the cycle of segregation by 
emphasizing the role of everyday social processes. I agree with 
Massey (2018) that researchers and policy makers alike have a lot to 
learn about the underlying roots of segregation from Krysan and 
Crowder’s new theoretical perspective. The data used in this thesis 
did not allow me to specifically study the everyday social processes 
whose importance Krysan and Crowder emphasized, but these 
everyday processes, for example, housing search, should be kept in 
mind in future studies of residential segregation. However, I feel 
that Krysan and Crowder’s approach perhaps lacks a 
conceptualization of space and neighbourhoods. We should not 
forget the underlying geography and how we measure 
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neighbourhoods, as physical proximity still plays a role in social 
interactions.  
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