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1. Introduction 

A few years ago, my partner and I thought about buying a house. We 
searched for one that we could afford but that still matched our preferences 
regarding size, standard, location and design – not too big or small, one or 
two floors, in need of renovation, in a relatively central location, with a gar-
den and with good access to green areas. Neither of us knew exactly where 
we wanted to live but there were a few neighbourhoods that we found ap-
pealing and to which we directed our search. All of these were quiet villa 
areas located within biking distance of the railway station. They were all 
familiar to us, either through friends living in these areas or because we had 
passed through them fairly often. There were also certain neighbourhoods in 
which we did not want to live. They did not match our criteria, were located 
far away (from where we lived at the time), were areas with which we were 
unfamiliar, or which had a bad reputation in our social circuits.  

Eventually, we found a house that seemed attractive to us: it was the right 
price and size, it was located near the city centre and railway station, and 
the area had good access to grocery stores and other services. But when I 
mentioned our plans to my father, his response was: “Are you sure you want 
to live there? Then your children would go to the [local] school, and you 
know how much problems they have!” My father, who was a teacher, as-
sumed that our (future) children would be affected negatively by the school 
environment in that neighbourhood and that we, who had the possibility to 
move elsewhere, should choose an alternative destination. We never bought 
the house. 

This is a thesis about residential mobility and neighbourhood effects, and the 
interconnectedness between these two fields. The above story from my own 
life has several dimensions that illustrate this interconnectedness. First, it 
illustrates how households choose destinations when moving. It shows that 
the choice of destination is based on a combination of dwelling and neigh-
bourhood attributes in relation to the household’s preferences, resources and 
other constraints. In our case, we had a list of demands as well as of things 
we wanted to avoid that, together with our knowledge of the city and its 
various areas, shaped our search space. Eventually, we found a house that 
matched all these criteria and was affordable to us. However, due to the in-
formation available to us, we finally decided not to buy the house and thus 
avoided moving to an area we learnt had problems. It is possible that the 
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eventual buyers did not have access to the same kind of information or that 
they were more restricted in their ability to choose or that their preferences 
were different. On a macro level, all these decisions made by households 
transform into aggregate patterns of neighbourhood sorting.  

Second, the story illustrates the (assumed) neighbourhood effects argu-
ment (or, in this case, school effects). My father assumed that our children 
would be negatively affected by attending this local school instead of a – in 
his opinion better – school in another neighbourhood. He might have thought 
that the low standard of the school would harm our children, or that the other 
children would have a bad influence on them through negative role model-
ling or peer pressure. 

Third, the story touches upon the interconnectedness of the fields of resi-
dential mobility and neighbourhood effects. In our case, the prospect of neg-
ative neighbourhood effects affecting our children influenced our mobility 
decision to the extent that we decided not to buy the otherwise attractive 
house (and thus avoided the neighbourhood). At the same time, our choice of 
another neighbourhood and the potential in-mobility to this neighbourhood 
of a household with fewer socio-economic resources is likely to be a contri-
buting factor to the problems encountered in this school. Thus, selective 
mobility processes are likely to be part of the cause of the school problems 
in this area (and thus the negative effects), and the school problems in turn 
result in continuing selective mobility as we and many others with enough 
resources tend to avoid the area. 

The aim of this thesis is to provide an argument for the connectedness of 
the two fields of residential mobility and neighbourhood effect studies re-
spectively. Although it is well known in the neighbourhood effect literature 
that the fields are to some extent connected, this connection has not been 
given enough attention. Residential mobility is rarely included in the theoreti-
cal discussions of neighbourhood effects and no study as far as I am aware 
attempts to control for all methodological problems that arise as a result of 
this connection. My impression of the literature, given the way residential 
mobility is discussed or not discussed, is that, with some exceptions, it is 
seen as something that affects segregation levels and the population compo-
sition of neighbourhoods, or alternatively as something that could help 
people ‘escape negative effects in poverty areas’. If this was the full story, 
there would be no need to include mobility in theoretical frameworks or 
empirical models since it would only indirectly affect estimates of neigh-
bourhood effects. I argue, however, that this supposition is wrong.  

In this thesis, I propose a ‘holistic’ framework that includes both fields of 
residential mobility and neighbourhood effects. Building on previous re-
search in both fields and the empirical studies that are part of this thesis, this 
framework portrays the two fields as intrinsically connected. I argue that not 
only do moving patterns affect neighbourhood effect studies via effects on 
patterns of residential segregation; neighbourhood effects also affect moving 
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patterns since they might result in changes in the characteristics of neigh-
bourhoods, whether physical or related to population composition or changes 
in aggregate behaviour. Furthermore, these two fields may also affect each 
other directly, through behavioural changes due to mobility or neighbour-
hood effects on mobility. All of these potential connections are further ela-
borated in Chapter 3 and in Paper I. 

The connections between the two fields of residential mobility and neigh-
bourhood effect studies respectively, portrayed in the holistic framework, 
result in four methodological challenges when estimating neighbourhood 
effects: problems related to exposure time, potential neighbourhood change, 
selection bias, and endogeneity bias. Although these are not by any means 
unknown in the neighbourhood effect literature, I argue that they have not 
been given enough attention, neither in theoretical frameworks nor in empir-
ical studies (see Paper I). A failure to meet these challenges might result in 
poor argumentation and erroneous results, where results that are perceived as 
neighbourhood effects may in fact be the result of other factors. Since many 
previous studies do not sufficiently meet these challenges, they cannot, in 
my view, be regarded as convincing estimates of neighbourhood effects.  

The thesis is written principally as a critique of the field of neighbour-
hood effect studies. My main arguments (and empirical results) refer to the 
problems that a distinction of residential mobility studies and neighbourhood 
effect studies have for the neighbourhood effect literature. My approach to 
this, however, is to empirically look into processes of neighbourhood selec-
tion. The empirical mobility studies serve to highlight (some of) the 
processes that cause methodological challenges for neighbourhood effect 
studies but I also argue that a better understanding of neighbourhood selec-
tion and other mobility-related processes is necessary to incorporate these 
into studies of neighbourhood effects.  

Central concepts 
Concepts related to residential mobility 
In this thesis I discuss residential mobility, i.e. short-distance moves within a 
local housing market (often a city). In the literature, residential mobility is 
distinguished from migration, which refers to long-distance mobility. Al-
though there are clear (albeit under-researched) links between migration and 
residential mobility, especially in terms of research questions, theoretical 
frameworks and empirical strategies (see Clark and Huang, 2004), there are 
also differences in all these realms that justify treating them as two separate 
fields of research. Residential mobility is also distinguished from other 
forms of mobility, such as physical mobility that is not related to moving 
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home, e.g. commuting or other kinds of travel, and social mobility, i.e. 
climbs up or down the social ladder.  

When I use the term ‘residential mobility’ in a more general manner, I re-
fer to both micro-level decisions and macro-level patterns. Micro-level deci-
sions are often theoretically divided in the literature into two separate deci-
sions: the choice to move and choice of destination. On a macro level, these 
correspond to in- and out-mobility patterns to and from neighbourhoods. 
Both in- and out-mobility are part of the holistic framework I propose. How-
ever, the focus in the thesis is on in-mobility. 

Neighbourhood choice (neighbourhood selection) is used to describe 
households’ choice of destination. It thus refers to mobility decisions on the 
micro level. The word ‘choice’ highlights that individuals and households 
make active decisions about where to live. However, the degree of choice 
differs substantially among households. Some people may want to leave 
their neighbourhoods but cannot do so; others find themselves very restricted 
in terms of what neighbourhoods they can choose among, due to limited 
resources and other restrictions (see van Kempen and Özüekren, 1998; 
Özüekren and van Kempen, 2002). However, while recognising that some 
individuals have very limited choices on the housing market, I argue that 
basically everyone has some degree of choice. This choice may be between 
two unattractive alternatives, but the mover is still likely to choose the desti-
nation that best matches his/her needs and preferences. This might seem like 
a small point to make but it is important for the following discussion. The 
fact that neighbourhoods are composed of individuals and households that, 
for some reason, have chosen to live there is the core of the selection bias 
problem.  

Households’ choice of neighbourhood on the micro level results in pat-
terns of selective mobility (neighbourhood sorting) on the macro level, i.e. 
patterns where some groups move to certain types of neighbourhood while 
others move to other types of neighbourhood. An example is income sorting, 
where those with higher incomes tend to be over-represented among in-
movers to more expensive areas whereas those with lower incomes generally 
are over-represented among in-movers to lower-income neighbourhoods. 
Selective out-mobility patterns also contribute to neighbourhood sorting 
where, for example, those who experience income gains are over-represented 
among out-movers from low-income neighbourhoods. Together, all these 
processes result in residential segregation on the basis of income.  

Concepts related to neighbourhood effect studies 
One of the most important concepts in this thesis is, obviously, ‘neighbour-
hood effect’. A neighbourhood effect (contextual effect, externality effect) is 
a causal effect of (some component of) the residential environment on vari-
ous outcomes (e.g. individual income, educational achievement, risk of en-
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gaging in criminal behaviour etc.). That is, a person living in a particular 
environment will be more (or less) likely to experience a certain outcome 
compared to if he or she had lived somewhere else. Neighbourhood effects 
are transmitted via one or several mechanisms, e.g. social interaction among 
neighbours, the relative location of the neighbourhood in respect to other 
functions and institutions, the physical structure of the neighbourhood, and 
neighbourhood stigmatisation. These mechanisms and other theoretical is-
sues are discussed in Chapter 2.  

Exposure time is the time that an individual is ‘exposed’ to something, in 
this case a neighbourhood or, rather, the conditions and neighbourhood ef-
fect mechanisms in a specific neighbourhood. When I discuss exposure time, 
I refer to the time the individual has resided in a specific neighbourhood. In 
reality, however, the exposure time can be either shorter or longer, depend-
ing on how much time the individual spends in the neighbourhood relative to 
other places. Many adults work outside their neighbourhoods. They travel, 
visit friends, and engage in leisure activities outside their neighbourhood, 
which restricts exposure time to their neighbourhoods of residence. On the 
other hand, it is also possible that they have been frequent visitors to their 
current neighbourhood before living there, which could extend their expo-
sure time.  

Selection bias is a statistical bias that may arise when the allocation of 
people into categories or groups is not made randomly, as is the case when 
people choose their neighbourhoods. If this allocation into groups is corre-
lated with a characteristic that is not included in the analysis, and this un-
measured characteristic also is statistically correlated with the error term in 
the analysis, results may be biased. For example, if the allocation of people 
into neighbourhoods is correlated with individual income, income is corre-
lated with likelihood of engaging in criminal activities, but the income vari-
able is excluded from the equation estimating how neighbourhoods affect the 
likelihood of engaging in criminal activities, the effect that is due to income 
may be erroneously attributed to the neighbourhood.  

Selection bias is by many regarded as one of the most serious problems 
facing neighbourhood effects research (see Jencks and Mayer, 1990; Duncan 
et al., 1997; Pickett and Pearl, 2001; Galster, 2008). However, it is mostly 
treated as a statistical problem to be dealt with via econometric operations 
(see Paper I). Although these techniques remove (most of) the bias, I argue 
that alternative techniques that involve modelling neighbourhood selection 
would be more fruitful as they would benefit both fields of residential mobil-
ity and neighbourhood effect studies. To quote Sampson and Sharkey (2008, 
p. 1): “selection is much more than a statistical nuisance when we consider 
its implications for inequality in neighbourhood attainment and broader pop-
ulation processes”.  

Endogeneity bias is a statistical bias that arises when there is a correlation 
between a variable and the model’s error term, which makes it difficult to 
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identify true causality.  One source of endogeneity bias is that the choice of 
neighbourhood is often made jointly with other decisions. The choice of 
neighbourhood includes choice of a range of housing and neighbourhood 
attributes, as well as the decision to move at all, that may be correlated with 
the outcome. This makes it difficult to isolate the causal effect from the 
neighbourhood. Another source of endogeneity bias is that factors that affect 
mobility also could be causally affected by the neighbourhood of residence, 
resulting in a complicated loop of causality. For example, there are neigh-
bourhood effect studies that have found effects on (teenage) pregnancies and 
income, and both childbirth and income are well known to affect mobility 
decisions. The two simultaneous models of income sorting and neighbour-
hood effects on income run in Paper V are an example of a system of models 
where the dependent variables are endogenous. The paper also offers a po-
tential solution to this problem via the use of instrumental variables that re-
place the endogenous variables.  

Aim and research questions 
The main aim of the thesis is to provide a theoretical framework that in-
cludes both fields of residential mobility and neighbourhood effect studies. 
The two fields have previously been discussed within the same study, but 
often as separate fields connected by residential segregation (see, e.g., 
Musterd, 2005). Residential mobility, or rather the selective mobility pat-
terns with, for instance, high-income people moving into high-income 
neighbourhoods and members of ethnic minorities moving into immigrant-
dense neighbourhoods, is one important component in the reproduction of 
residential segregation over time. Neighbourhood effect studies are some-
times said to analyse consequences of residential segregation and especially 
of living in deprived neighbourhoods. They explore whether residential se-
gregation in itself enhance inequality, e.g. by restricting opportunities for 
those living in the poorest areas. I argue, however, that the interconnected-
ness between these two fields of study is more complex than a simple ‘cause 
and consequence’ relationship. Through reviews of previous studies in both 
fields, analyses of connections between them, and by conducting my own 
empirical studies of primarily neighbourhood selection processes (Papers II 
to V) but also of neighbourhood effects (Paper V), I have come to the con-
clusion that the two fields of residential mobility and neighbourhood effect 
studies are not only connected via residential segregation but that processes 
of mobility also have a direct effect on neighbourhood effect studies, both in 
theoretical frameworks and empirical studies. For example, as mentioned 
earlier, the mobility of households affects exposure time to neighbourhoods 
and ‘sufficient’ exposure is a necessity for neighbourhood effects to occur, 
according to neighbourhood effect theory. 
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Furthermore, I aim to discuss methodological consequences of this inter-
connectedness, i.e. the methodological challenges that face neighbourhood 
effect research that are directly related to the fact that people move. These 
challenges are already presented briefly and will be discussed in more detail 
in Papers I, II and V. Previous research has to some extent met some of these 
methodological challenges. Other challenges caused by mobility are rarely 
met or discussed in empirical studies of neighbourhood effects. During my 
reading of the literature, I have found no study that meets them all in a satis-
factory way. (See Paper I for a discussion of how previous literature has 
dealt with the methodological challenges I discuss in the thesis.) 

The aims of the thesis can be broken down into two main research ques-
tions: 
 

 How are the two fields of residential mobility and neighbourhood ef-
fect studies connected theoretically? 

 What are the methodological consequences of this interconnected-
ness? How can these challenges be addressed? 

In the thesis, I focus especially on selection bias, a problem that arises be-
cause moving households select their destination. A better understanding on 
how households choose neighbourhoods would thus enhance the general 
understanding of the processes behind selection bias. There is already much 
knowledge on the timing of moves and how mobility relates to the characte-
ristics of the individual versus the characteristics of the dwelling. Less is 
known about how different neighbourhood factors affect neighbourhood 
choice. In my empirical studies, I have chosen to focus especially on these 
neighbourhood characteristics and how they affect neighbourhood selection 
among various groups of people. An additional research question is thus: 

 
 How do different neighbourhood factors affect how various popula-

tion groups choose neighbourhood when moving? 

Outline of the thesis 
The thesis consists of two, or six, parts: a comprehensive summary (kappa), 
and five separate papers. The comprehensive summary could be seen as a 
combination of an introduction to the thesis and a summary of the same. In 
this comprehensive summary I present the aim of the thesis, the research 
questions, discussions about data, and some general conclusions. I also pro-
vide a general overview of the theoretical framework I adopt in the thesis 
and show how the five papers fit into this framework and relate to the overall 
aim and to each other.  
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The rest of the comprehensive summary is structured as follows: Chapter 
2 focuses on neighbourhood effects, providing a short introduction to the 
field together with a discussion about some theoretical issues. Themes I 
bring up are related to issues of globalisation, place dynamics, embedded-
ness and potential environmental determinism. In Chapter 3, I discuss resi-
dential mobility through brief reviews of theories related to mobility deci-
sions and neighbourhood choice on the micro level and neighbourhood pro-
duction and reproduction on the macro level. I also bring the two fields to-
gether by sketching a holistic framework (further elaborated in Paper I). In 
Chapter 4, I discuss methods and introduce the reader to the GeoSweden 
database. Chapter 5 summarises the five papers that constitute the thesis. 
Finally, in Chapter 6, I summarise the main conclusions from the thesis and 
present suggestions for future research. 

The five papers are of both theoretical and empirical nature. They are 
written as independent papers with their own aims, perspectives, theories, 
methods and data, and these choices are made with the specific paper, not 
the entire thesis, in mind. However, all papers are related to the overall 
theme of the thesis. They offer different approaches to the problem, thereby 
complementing each other. As independent as they might be, together they 
form an argument for the holistic framework proposed in this thesis. 

The papers can be read separately but a reader of the entire thesis is ad-
vised to follow the order they have been placed in. Papers I and II have the 
character of background papers, addressing methodological problems that 
residential mobility causes for the field of neighbourhood effect studies. 
Papers III and IV are empirical estimates of neighbourhood sorting whose 
results are intended to i) show that sorting is indeed happening and that se-
lection is a real and serious problem and ii) increase our understanding of 
sorting processes. Finally, Paper V is an empirical study of neighbourhood 
effects and neighbourhood sorting jointly. The paper makes use of the holis-
tic framework postulated and addresses (some of) the methodological chal-
lenges discussed in Papers I and II.  
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2. On neighbourhood effects 

The number of neighbourhood effect studies has grown rapidly during the 
last two decades, attracting scholars from a wide range of disciplines and 
countries. U.S.-based researchers have been interested in neighbourhood 
effects and consequences of segregation for a long time. There are examples 
of studies exploring relationships between the collective – neighbourhoods, 
schools, friendship networks etc. – and outcomes such as criminal behaviour 
and achievement orientation that are more than fifty years old. A majority of 
the U.S.-based studies of neighbourhood effects are, however, fairly recent. 
Since the early 1990s, following the publication of William Julius Wilson’s 
seminal work The Truly Disadvantaged in 1987, U.S.-based scholars have 
produced a large quantity of studies estimating neighbourhood effects on 
outcomes such as income, employment, school performance, teenage preg-
nancies and sexual behaviour, criminal behaviour and health. Most studies 
have found evidence of non-trivial independent neighbourhood effects for 
residents in both affluent and disadvantaged areas, although much research 
has been directed towards poverty areas. The literature has been summarised 
in several comprehensive reviews: see, e.g., Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn, 
2000; Pickett and Pearl, 2001; Sampson et al., 2002; DeLuca and Dayton, 
2009; Harding et al., 2011; Newburger et al., (Eds.) 2011. 

The interest in neighbourhood-related research has increased also in Eu-
rope over the last two decades. Empirical studies of neighbourhood effects 
have now been conducted in a large number of countries, such as England, 
Scotland, the Netherlands, France, Germany, Belgium, Finland, Norway and 
Sweden. The number of studies is, however, still smaller than in the U.S., 
and results vary between both countries and studies (see Friedrichs et al., 
2003; Andersson, 2008). Many studies have found neighbourhood effects, 
but there are also several examples of studies that have found only extremely 
small or no neighbourhood effects (see, e.g., Brännström, 2004; Bolster et 
al., 2007; Kauppinen, 2007; van Ham and Manley, 2010).  

The Swedish contribution to the field is relatively large, presumably be-
cause of the good access to high-quality longitudinal data in conjunction 
with an intensive debate on especially ethnic residential segregation from the 
early 1990s onwards. Most Swedish studies have found evidence of small 
neighbourhood effects. There is, for example, evidence that growing up in or 
living in a disadvantaged area has a negative effect on educational outcomes 
or socio-economic performance (E. Andersson, 2004; Musterd and R. An-
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dersson, 2006; Galster et al., 2008; Urban, 2009; Musterd et al., forthcom-
ing). Bergsten (2010) adds that children growing up in socially mixed neigh-
bourhoods perform better compared to those from disadvantaged areas, and 
that neighbourhood income mix is more important than ethnic mix (see also 
Andersson et al., 2007; Urban, 2009). There are also several examples of stu-
dies looking at school effects rather than neighbourhood effects, i.e. how 
school segregation affects students’ grades (Andersson et al., 2010; Östh et 
al., 2010). According to Bergsten (2010), the school context is more impor-
tant than the neighbourhood context for children’s school performances (for 
similar results from the Netherlands, see Sykes, 2011).  

Despite the increasing number of studies that support the existence of 
(small) neighbourhood effects, scholars still struggle to convince critics that 
results are causal neighbourhood effects, not just correlations. The critique is 
based mostly on methodological aspects, especially the existence of potential 
selection bias (see Papers I and II). Other commonly mentioned methodolog-
ical problems relate to the delimitation of neighbourhoods, how to identify 
causal mechanisms, and how to measure neighbourhood exposure (see 
Jencks and Mayer, 1990; Duncan et al., 1997; Pickett and Pearl, 2001; Gal-
ster, 2008). 

However, it is likely that some of the critique of neighbourhood effect re-
search also stems from more conceptual perspectives. In times of globalisa-
tion and individualisation, why do neighbourhoods matter? If neighbour-
hoods matter, to what extent do they determine the lives of individuals? And, 
as I ask in this thesis: if we understand people as mobile and neighbourhoods 
as dynamic, how can we understand and measure impacts of specific neigh-
bourhoods?1 

Understanding neighbourhoods 
That neighbourhoods have received so much attention in both academic and 
policy debates lately might seem a bit strange, given the trends towards glo-
balisation and individualisation. Back in the 1950s, Park had already noted 
that: “in the city environment the neighborhood tends to lose much of the 
significance which it possessed in simpler and more primitive forms of so-
ciety” (Park 1952, p. 20). However, although Park and others may be right 
about the declining impact of neighbourhoods on people’s daily lives, scho-
lars and practitioners seem to agree that the local scale is still important. 

According to Forrest (2008), the renewed interest in neighbourhoods can 
be attributed to a number of processes. The first is a general concern about 
“the crisis of social cohesion” (Forrest, 2008, p. 131). Perhaps the best-

                               
1 There are also other problems that I do not address in this thesis, such as the normative 
nature of some studies. 
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known work on this theme is Putnam’s (2000) Bowling Alone, in which he 
argues that social capital in the contemporary U.S. is constantly declining, 
resulting in declining active civic engagement and participation in elections 
and a growing mistrust in politicians and governments. Second, Forrest 
(2008) identifies the two simultaneous trends of suburbanisation and ghettoi-
sation of the inner cities (especially in the U.S., see Wilson, 1987) which 
have led to policies aimed at neighbourhood revitalisation. Third, Forrest 
(2008) highlights the parallel rise of globalism and localism in research. 
Geographers have repeatedly emphasised the need for knowledge about local 
conditions if we are to understand particular experiences in specific places 
(Johnston and Sidaway, 2004). Among the most influential researchers in 
this context is Massey (1984), who in her essay Geography Matters claims 
that general processes or structures have different outcomes in different 
areas, depending on the unique characteristics of these localities. According 
to Giddens (1979; 1984), it is not only responses to structural elements that 
vary across space but also structures themselves. While responding to struc-
tures, individuals also produce structures through their actions. Similar ideas 
are expressed by Soja (1980), who uses the term ‘socio-spatial dialectics’ to 
describe how spatial processes affect social patterns while social processes 
also affect spatial patterns.  

Pred (1984a) has further emphasised the importance of time and space in 
producing structures in his attempt to merge structuration theory with time 
geography. According to Pred, structures are being produced and reproduced 
through the crossing of individual paths with institutional projects. A path is, 
in time-geographical language, the events and actions an individual under-
takes during a specific period. Projects refer to tasks necessary to fulfil a 
goal. Time geography emphasises that both paths and (the ability to realise) 
projects are bounded by time and space, and limited by capability (biological 
limits), coupling (the need to adapt to the schedules of others) and authority 
(restricted access to certain spaces) (see Hägerstrand, 1982). Thus, the cross-
ing of paths and projects, i.e. individuals’ thoughts and (re)actions in relation 
to institutional structures, and consequently the process of structuration is 
time-space specific. The structural environment is thus not only local but 
may also change over time. With its emphasis on time and space as limited 
resources, time geography provides an argument for why the local should 
matter for the everyday lives of individuals, despite globalisation. There is 
also plenty of scholarly work that shows that individuals maintain local so-
cial relations (e.g. Henning and Lieberg, 1996). Local social relations and 
time-space limitations are arguably especially important for children and 
youth, which is why many neighbourhood effect studies focus especially on 
these groups (e.g. DeLuca and Dayton, 2009; Bergsten, 2010; Andersson et 
al., 2010; Harding et al., 2011; Sykes, 2011. For a review of earlier studies 
of neighbourhood effects on children or adolescents, see Leventhal and 
Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 
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Discussions of what constitutes a neighbourhood or of what characteris-
tics of place are important are surprisingly few in the neighbourhood effect 
literature. One definition of neighbourhood has been forwarded by Galster 
(2001, p. 2112), who defines neighbourhoods as: “bundle[s] of spatially 
based attributes associated with clusters of residences, sometimes in con-
junction with other land uses”. This definition emphasises the importance of 
a variety of local features, including institutions, labour market opportuni-
ties, demographic and socio-economic characteristics of the neighbourhood 
population, various physical attributes, patterns of social interaction, and 
“sentimental characteristics”, such as place identification (ibid.). Thus, 
neighbourhoods are units that capture the physical allocation of various 
attributes across space and together create a mosaic of environments in 
which individuals reside (cf. Massey, 1984; Sykes, 2011).  

One problem of defining neighbourhoods is that different neighbourhood 
attributes have their own spatial patterns. For example, social interaction 
with neighbours is often restricted to those living in the same block while 
local institutions often serve larger areas (cf. Suttles, 1972; Galster, 2001; 
Kearns and Parkinson, 2001). Opinions about how their neighbourhood is 
best defined also vary among residents (Lee and Campbell, 1997). In empiri-
cal studies, neighbourhoods are often defined according to administrative or 
other easily defined boundaries, and are varyingly set to be streets, blocks, 
census tracts, zip code areas, buildings located within a certain distance from 
the individual, or defined by some other empirical measure. According to 
Andersson and Musterd (2010), the spatial scale on which neighbourhoods 
are defined has effects for empirical results. Modelling effects on individu-
als’ social position, they find that neighbourhoods defined on a smaller scale 
provide stronger neighbourhood effects compared to larger-scale neighbour-
hoods. However, results may vary depending on outcome and hypothesised 
mechanisms.  

Regardless of how neighbourhoods are defined, it is important to ac-
knowledge that they constitute only one of many geographical scales that 
affect and shape the lives of individuals (as well as processes on other 
scales). The term ‘opportunity structure’ is commonly used in the neigh-
bourhood effect literature to describe structures and conditions on various 
geographical scales that may affect individual opportunities (Galster and 
Killen, 1995; Briggs, 2005). Which levels constitute the opportunity struc-
ture differ between countries, depending on the constitutional and legislative 
setting. In Sweden, municipalities are responsible for most local public ser-
vices and city planning, and thus directly affect the distribution and quality 
of dwellings, other buildings, and public services. It is, however, important 
to recognise that planning decisions as well as many other local decisions are 
affected by national policies. Several laws and regulations that can be as-
sumed to directly affect the outcomes of individuals are also instituted at the 
national level. Other geographical levels that arguably could be part of the 
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opportunity structure in Sweden are counties and local regions. Recent ex-
tensive work in the social sciences also acknowledges the links between 
events at local levels and global processes. Decisions and policies on the 
world regional level (in the Swedish context equivalent to the European Un-
ion) and global processes and structures such as capitalism, global inequality 
patterns, global threats and migration flows from South to North affect laws, 
regulations, patterns and processes at lower scales, thus ultimately affecting 
conditions for individuals at the neighbourhood level (Briggs 2003; see also 
Musterd, 2005). 

Structures, policies and attributes of all these levels together affect indi-
vidual opportunities. However, they are not static but change over time. 
Some changes are substantial enough to significantly alter the daily paths 
and lives of individuals, exemplified by Pred’s (1984b) study of the Swedish 
enskifte (consolidation). Both Giddens (1979; 1984) and Pred (1984a) em-
phasise the dynamics of structure and place in their respective research, 
through ideas of dualism and constant reproduction of structures and the 
becoming of place. Pred discuss place in terms of a process: constantly re-
produced, building upon existing conditions and individual responses to 
these, and where social reproduction, individual biographies (paths) and the 
transformation of nature occur simultaneously and constantly. Place, he ar-
gues, is a constantly ‘becoming’ human product that “[…] always involves 
an appropriation and transformation of space and nature that is inseparable 
from the reproduction and transformation of society in time and space” 
(Pred, 1984a, p. 1). Although it could be hypothesized that the reproduction 
of local structures to a large extent is precisely a reproduction (of existing 
structures) through (local) socialisation processes, individual paths and 
projects and consequently neighbourhood attributes that may affect individ-
ual opportunities are likely to change over time. Through their actions, indi-
viduals constantly modify their physical and social environment. They form 
and dissolve social relations. They build new or alter existing buildings. 
They vote for local politicians or protest against decisions. They choose day-
care centres and schools for their children. They affect the population com-
position of their neighbourhoods by having children, becoming employed or 
– as is the theme of this thesis – by moving. Moreover, the mobility of indi-
viduals across space means that new individuals will respond to existing 
local structures and potentially reproduce the same. It also means that indi-
viduals change their own structural surroundings over time. 

How neighbourhood effects operate  
The opportunity structure, including the actual neighbourhood, sets the stage 
on which individuals operate. This setting may affect individual behaviour or 
attributes through a number of transmission mechanisms. Several scholars 
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have provided lists of these mechanisms, categorising them in slightly differ-
ent ways (cf. Jencks and Mayer, 1990; Manski, 1993; Galster, forthcoming). 
For my purposes, a useful division is one that separates mechanisms that 
may affect inhabitants instantly from mechanisms that are more likely to 
require a certain amount of exposure time. Although effects generally can be 
hypothesised to get stronger with increased exposure, the latter group of 
mechanisms has an initial threshold before which any neighbourhood effects 
are unlikely. 

Mechanisms that require some sort of social interaction between neigh-
bours are likely to require a certain period of residency before coming into 
play, since it takes time to get to know one’s neighbours (see Briggs, 1998). 
Effects caused by such mechanisms would consequently be less likely to 
occur in neighbourhoods with high levels of mobility. Furthermore, the rela-
tive strength of these mechanisms on one individual can be hypothesised to 
be affected by the mobility of others. For example, the resources embedded 
in local social networks may change when individuals move in (if the net-
works expand) or out (if leaving the [local] network), and peer group pres-
sure is likely dependent on a few key individuals. Among socio-interactive 
mechanisms are socialisation (into certain norms and behaviour), social con-
trol, resources (or the lack thereof) embedded in social networks, and com-
petition. 

Other types of mechanisms can be hypothesised to affect inhabitants im-
mediately upon moving in. These ‘other’ mechanisms generally refer to 
access to or quality of various institutions or characteristics of the physical 
surroundings. Galster (forthcoming) separates between geographical, envi-
ronmental and institutional mechanisms. Geographical mechanisms refer to 
the neighbourhood’s relative position in respect to markets and institutions 
of various qualities. For example, school ‘choice’ and ultimately grades are 
likely affected by both the quality of and accessibility to (including whether 
the student is allowed to enlist) the local school as well as quality of, possi-
bilities of applying to, and distance to other, alternative schools. Environ-
mental mechanisms refer to various aspects of the local physical and social 
environment that may affect individuals’ mental or physical health, such as 
the physical surroundings, exposure to violence and exposure to toxins. The 
last category is institutional mechanisms, which include quality of local in-
stitutions, prevalence, direction and quality of private market actors located 
in the area, and neighbourhood stigmatisation. 

All these ‘other’ mechanisms are likely to affect individuals more or less 
instantly, although it may take time before any effect is seen. Effects may 
also work cumulatively, i.e. gain strength over time (see Musterd et al., 
forthcoming). For example, anyone who lives in a neighbourhood where 
there are toxins in the water will be exposed to these toxins more or less 
immediately but those who have lived there for a long time can be assumed 
to show stronger symptoms. Neither is the relative impact of these mechan-
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isms related to the mobility of single individuals. They may, however, 
change if the entire population composition changes. For example, spatial 
mismatch may become less of a problem if the population changes in such a 
way that those whose education better matches the job opportunities in the 
local area increase in numbers, and neighbourhood stigmatisation may in-
crease if a stigmatised group becomes more dominant. 

Residential mobility is not, however, the only factor that may cause varia-
tion in the strength of effects from various mechanisms. Individual characte-
ristics, experiences and circumstances will affect to what extent individuals 
are vulnerable to various characteristics of the opportunity structure and how 
they respond to various transmission mechanisms, likely resulting in what 
Harding and colleagues (2011, p. 1) term “effect heterogeneity”. For exam-
ple, local job opportunities may be good for certain individuals or groups of 
people, due to their educational/job credentials or other features (including 
gender, ethnicity and similar grounds) but poor for others. Likewise, some 
institutions may be more accessible or important to certain groups than to 
others. The quality of local public transport is more important for those who 
do not have access to a car. 

Environmental determinism? 
If one accepts the neighbourhood effect hypothesis – that the spatial context 
affects individual outcomes through the spatial distribution of attributes on 
various relational geographic scales – the next question is: how strong is this 
effect? Does space affect or determine individual life chances? 

One source of critique of neighbourhood effect research has been its po-
tential connections to environmental determinism and ideas about ‘cultures 
of poverty’. The term ‘culture of poverty’ was originally developed by Oscar 
Lewis to describe a subculture characterised by marginalisation, powerless-
ness, dependency and alienation. According to Lewis (1968), these traits 
serve to keep the already marginalised in poverty, including their children, 
who are socialised into attitudes and behaviours that restrict their possibili-
ties for future social mobility. Although Lewis’ studies on cultures of pover-
ty are primarily based in Mexico, he argues that the theory can be transferred 
to the U.S., despite differences in the share of poor people and in the levels 
of inequality. 

There are many similarities between neighbourhood effect theory and 
ideas about cultures of poverty. For example, both theories accept that ‘ghet-
to-like’ behaviour that is ‘deviant’ or negatively affects the life chances of 
individuals may arise in disadvantaged environments. There are, however, 
also some important differences. First, neighbourhood effect theory is not 
restricted to poverty areas. Wilson (1987) and others following him point out 
that internal neighbourhood processes take place in all neighbourhoods. 
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There are several examples of studies that (also) look at how outcomes are 
affected by the share of high-income earners (e.g. Chase-Lansdale et al., 
1997): interestingly, some of those studies show that wealthy neighbours 
affect outcomes negatively (see Galster et al., 2008 and Paper V of this the-
sis). Additionally, there are examples of studies exploring the potentiality of 
social mix to reduce negative effects in the context of urban planning and 
policy (Galster, 2007; Bergsten, 2010; Sykes, 2011). 

The key difference, however, according to Wilson (1987), is that whereas 
Lewis’ theory stresses that poor children learn the negative values and atti-
tudes of their ‘culture’ at a very young age and then are unlikely to break 
free from these, Wilson’s own term ‘social isolation’ and the entire neigh-
bourhood effect theory emphasises that behaviour and attitudes that affect 
outcomes are consequences of social organisation and structures at various 
geographical levels. While Lewis’ theory suggests that individuals who are 
socialised into cultures of poverty are trapped in poverty, neighbourhood 
effect theory emphasises that, although effects can be long-term (see Muste-
rd et al., forthcoming), life opportunities can also change if the individual is 
subjected to less constraining environments. Behaviour can thus change, on 
the individual level by moving out of poverty areas (and thus facing a differ-
ent opportunity structure), and on the societal level by changes in structures. 
It should be stressed, however, that where and when to move are decisions 
that are strongly conditioned by social and economic constraints. 

The emphasis on structures in neighbourhood effect theory is also impor-
tant. Although Lewis does acknowledge the impact of societal constraints, 
his theory is sometimes interpreted as one that more or less blames poverty 
on the behaviour and attitudes of those residing in poverty areas (Wilson, 
1987). Neighbourhood effect theory, on the other hand, is built around the 
idea of structural constraints, including both structures that directly affect 
behaviour and structures that shape inequality across space. Neighbourhood 
effects can be interpreted as forces that further enforce inequalities already 
existing in society. 

However, as I have argued in line with Giddens (1979;1984) and Pred 
(1984a), neighbourhoods and the structures that cause neighbourhood in-
equality should not be regarded as fixed. Instead, they are constantly chang-
ing, partly due to the mobility of individuals. A neighbourhood effect theory 
that acknowledges the dynamics of individuals, physically across space and 
socially between positions, but also of place and structure cannot be re-
garded as deterministic. It is in this sense that the connectedness of the two 
fields of mobility patterns and neighbourhood effects respectively, that I 
argue is essential, hopefully may contribute to a more contextualised under-
standing of neighbourhood effects. 
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3. Introducing residential mobility 

I have already argued that neighbourhoods, places and structures should be 
regarded as dynamic. These dynamics can be studied from a range of pers-
pectives and occur through many different processes, but I will in this thesis 
concentrate on one: residential mobility. Patterns of residential mobility have 
the power to substantially change the population composition of neighbour-
hoods and potentially also other neighbourhood attributes. Mobility patterns 
are generally the result of conscious decisions – people choose in which 
neighbourhood to live, even if there are differences in ability to choose. 
Thus, in order to understand flows of people between neighbourhoods, it is 
necessary to have some sense of the factors that cause households to move 
(or stay) and that affect their choices of destination neighbourhoods. For 
scholars interested in neighbourhood effects, these choices are not only im-
portant because of their impact upon the neighbourhood context hypothe-
sized to affect individual outcomes: they are also key to understand one of 
the most serious methodological challenges facing the field: selection bias. 

In this chapter, I briefly discuss processes of residential mobility on both 
the micro and the macro level. I then connect the theoretical discussion about 
residential mobility with neighbourhood effect theory by introducing and 
arguing for a holistic framework that includes both fields of research. 

Micro level: Moving individuals and choices on the 
housing market 
The mobility decision is often theoretically divided into two separate deci-
sions: the choice to move and the choice of destination (see Brown and 
Moore, 1970).and furthermore divided into studies looking at the role of the 
dwelling and studies focusing on neighbourhoods. These divisions are, of 
course, arbitrary. People are likely to have ideas about where to move when 
deciding to move and vice versa, and their choices of dwellings are most 
probably affected by where these dwellings are located spatially (for an at-
tempt to model these three decisions together, see Clark and Onaka, 1985). 
All three decisions are selective in character and may result in selection bias 
problems, inasmuch as the tendency to make these decisions varies among 
groups, depending on their current housing and neighbourhood situation. In 
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this thesis I have chosen to focus especially on the choice of neighbourhood. 
However, all three choices are often discussed as the result of a combination 
of household preferences, available resources and potential constraints (van 
Kempen and Özüekren, 1998; Özüekren abd van Kempen, 2002). 

Preferences, here also including needs, can be defined as “actual trans-
formations of general goals people have in certain periods of their lives” 
(Özüekren and van Kempen, 2002, p. 368, with reference to Mulder, 1993). 
These preferences may cover both housing and neighbourhood. Although 
most previous research has focused on dwelling characteristics, such as size, 
price and standard (see, e.g., Clark and Dieleman, 1996), there is empirical 
evidence that changes of neighbourhood are not due solely to preferences for 
changing dwelling (Clark et al., 2006). There are numerous examples of 
residential mobility studies based on survey or interview data where respon-
dents have been asked to report how important various dwelling or neigh-
bourhood characteristics are to them, how they value their current dwelling 
and/or neighbourhood, and to what extent their mobility decisions reflect 
their preferences. Obviously, there are differences between both countries 
and individuals but there are also many similarities in results.  

In their now forty-year-old review of the literature on destination choice, 
Brown and Moore (1970) identify five categories of factors that may affect 
households’ choice of neighbourhood: accessibility (to city centre, commu-
nications, service, green areas etc.), physical characteristics of the neigh-
bourhood (material condition of street and sidewalk, layout, beauty), servic-
es and facilities (quality and accessibility), social environment (socio-
economic, ethnic and demographic composition, friends and friendliness), 
and individual site and dwelling characteristics (costs, housing size etc.). 
These categories seem to be still relevant, also in Sweden, based on the re-
sults of several recent surveys (Fransson and Magnusson, 2000; Fransson, et 
al., 2002; see also Paper II). Despite their differences in research area and 
target population, these studies all find that neighbourhood characteristics 
such as safety, visual beauty, public transport and access to green areas are 
rated among the most important factors when choosing neighbourhood, al-
though Fransson, Rosenqvist and Turner emphasise that there are differences 
between groups of people depending on both individual characteristics and 
type of municipality. Geographical location is also generally perceived as 
important, where the most popular areas generally are those in or near the 
city centre and those near water (Fransson and Magnusson, 2000; Fransson 
et al., 2002). 

Lee, Oropresa and Kanan (1994) include both subjective and objective 
neighbourhood characteristics in their study of how the neighbourhood con-
text affects planned and actual mobility among a sample of respondents in 
Nashville, U.S. They find that neither subjective nor objective neighbour-
hood variables have much effect on actual mobility, but that mobility 
thoughts are affected by respondents’ subjective rating of the neighbour-
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hood, whether they thought they would miss it if moving, whether they 
thought that the neighbourhood would improve, and by the actual mobility 
rate (see also Feijten and van Ham, 2009). Other scholars have looked more 
deeply into the effect of a changing environment. According to results by 
Feijten and van Ham (2009; van Ham and Feijten, 2008; see also van Ham 
and Clark, 2009), changes in ethnic composition especially trigger out-
mobility intentions. Ethnic composition has generally received much scho-
larly attention lately, especially in U.S.-based research (see, e.g., Clark, 
2002; Zubrinsky Charles, 2000). Others have found that changes in socio-
economic status are important (see Harris, 1999). Permentier, van Ham and 
Bolt (2009) have furthermore argued that changes in neighbourhood reputa-
tion alone could affect rates of out-mobility. 

Not all individuals, however, have the opportunity to transform their pre-
ferences into reality. (Lack of) available resources may constrain people 
from moving, or from moving to certain neighbourhoods, but they may also 
steer households in certain directions. Resources can be divided into finan-
cial resources, cognitive resources, social resources and political resources 
(van Kempen and Özüekren, 1998; Özüekren and van Kempen, 2002). Fi-
nancial resources include income and assets, given a household’s expendi-
ture, and also eligibility for a bank loan. Cognitive resources refer to know-
ledge, both education in general, which often affects financial resources, and 
specific knowledge about the local housing market and its various institu-
tions. This encompasses knowledge about different neighbourhoods within a 
city, including, e.g., location, composition of dwellings, and status/reputation 
of the local school (as in the introductory example). Social resources, or 
social capital, refer to the resources embedded in social networks. Social 
resources can affect moves directly, e.g. as shown in Paper IV where family 
is found to be a component that attracts people to neighbourhoods. They can 
also affect mobility via other resources, e.g. by financial assistance or by 
sharing information about the local housing market. Finally, political re-
sources refer to a person’s rights in the housing market and more generally 
in society. 

Limited access to resources can restrict a household’s opportunities in the 
housing market, but there are also other types of constraints. Discrimination 
is often mentioned in the residential mobility literature, although the number 
of empirical studies is relatively small. Most focus has been given to ethnic 
discrimination (see, e.g., Robinson, 2002, for the U.K.; Ross, 2011, for the 
U.S.; Molina, 2010, for Sweden) but there are also other groups that possibly 
could be subject to discriminatory practices, such as young adults or disabled 
people. 

Preferences, available resources and potentially also other restrictions 
vary over the life course, and so does the likelihood of moving in general 
(Clark and Dieleman, 1996). It is, for example, well known that mobility is 
closely associated with age and family composition, and that young adults 
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and single households are more mobile than others. Mobility is also asso-
ciated with life course events, such as finding a partner, having a child, get-
ting a job, or divorce (e.g. Clark et al., 2003; Clark and Huang, 2003; see 
also Mulder and Lauster, 2010, for a recent review). Preferences, available 
resources and constraints can also vary across other groups. For example, 
some scholars have suggested that the specific mobility patterns of minority 
ethnic groups can be explained by cultural differences in preferences while 
others argue that such differences are more likely to be due to differences in 
available resources and other types of restrictions (for an overview, see 
Özüekren and van Kempen, 2002). 

Macro level: Neighbourhoods shaped and reshaped 
The constant flow of people between neighbourhoods obviously has an ef-
fect on the population composition of each area. It can lead to rapid changes 
in population composition, if the composition of movers is substantially 
different from the composition of inhabitants. Population flows can also 
reproduce neighbourhood characteristics over time (see Paper II). If no mi-
gration were to take place, the population composition of neighbourhoods 
would nevertheless change in accordance with other demographic events 
(births, deaths, ageing) and the social mobility of the inhabitants. Selective 
migration patterns prevent changes in population composition when, for 
example, those who have children move out of an area inhabited mainly by 
young adults and are replaced by younger households. The production and 
reproduction of neighbourhoods’ population composition could potentially 
also be linked to other traits, such as the allocation of resources, neighbour-
hood reputation and status, planning activities, patterns of social interaction, 
or levels of noise and violence. Flows of people between neighbourhoods 
thus shape and reshape patterns of residential segregation. 

A large number of studies have looked into residential segregation and 
how it is produced and reproduced by selective mobility patterns. Especially 
ethnic residential segregation has received the attention of researchers. When 
discussing how selective mobility patterns affect neighbourhood characteris-
tics, I therefore use ethnic segregation as an illustration, but much of the 
discussion can be applied also to other forms of segregation. 

In a conceptual model of the production and reproduction of immigrant-
dense neighbourhoods in Sweden, Andersson and Molina (1996; see also 
Andersson, 1998; Bråmå, 2006b) identify four types of migration: segrega-
tion-generating migration, segregation-generated migration, institutionally 
generated migration and network-generated migration. These four types of 
migration are by no means exclusive but should be seen as complementary 
and interrelated explanations of the dynamic processes that lead to ethnic 
segregation. The focus on processes rather than static figures suggests that 
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residential segregation is something dynamic, where levels are changed or 
reproduced by constant flows of people. 

Segregation-generating migration refers to mobility processes that lead 
up to (ethnic) residential segregation. An example is when members of an 
ethnic minority move into areas and dwellings previously inhabited by 
members of the majority, thereby increasing the share of minorities in that 
neighbourhood. Such flows may be the results of changing migration pat-
terns into the country (i.e. changes in population composition) but also of 
changing migration patterns between cities and neighbourhoods. 

Segregation-generated migration refers to migration patterns that are 
caused by, in this example, ethnic segregation and the high or increasing 
levels of minorities in certain areas. Such migration patterns may thus be the 
result of attitudes towards immigrants or countrymen but also towards other 
neighbourhood characteristics that people associate with certain types of 
population composition (poor services, crime, general poverty, bad reputa-
tion etc.). Two complementary theories of segregation-generated migration 
that emerged in the U.S. but has been tested also in a European context are 
‘white flight’ and ‘white avoidance’ (see Ellen, 2000). According to white 
flight theory, the majority population (or other population groups) begin to 
leave a neighbourhood when the share of minorities exceeds a certain thre-
shold, whether due to a general unwillingness to live among minority mem-
bers or to secondary changes in, for example, the school environment. White 
avoidance theory suggests that majority members also avoid moving into 
areas where the share of minorities is perceived as ‘too high’. 

In his seminal papers, Schelling (1969; 1971) demonstrated via simula-
tion technique that even small differences in (ethnic) preferences between 
two population groups can result in high levels of (ethnic) segregation, via 
adjusted, ethnically selective mobility. The white flight and white avoidance 
theories have also gained support from empirical studies that either model 
actual mobility patterns or explore ethnic preferences (e.g. Crowder 2000; 
Bråmå, 2006a; Bolt et al., 2008; Card et al., 2008; Pais et al., 2009). 

The third category, institutionally generated migration, highlights the in-
fluence by various housing market institutions on migration flows. For ex-
ample, housing decisions are directly influenced by the structure of the hous-
ing market, tax levels related to housing, housing allowances or other forms 
of subsidies, and various rules and regulations. They are also affected by 
institutions that are not directly related to housing but nevertheless affect the 
scope of households in making housing decisions, including the labour mar-
ket, financial institutions, and economic and welfare policies. From an ethnic 
segregation perspective, immigration policy is also relevant, affecting the 
absolute number of immigrants and potentially also where they settle down. 

Finally, according to Andersson and Molina (1996), ethnic segregation is 
affected by network-generated migration. Ethnic minorities may want to live 
near co-ethnics (especially upon arrival), majority members may want to move 
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near family and friends, and social networks influence people’s knowledge 
and opinions about different neighbourhoods in a city (see Paper IV). 

These four migration processes show how (ethnic) segregation patterns 
may originate and then become reshaped or even enhanced through contin-
ued patterns of selective migration, resulting from the mobility choices made 
by households. 

A holistic framework  
Residential mobility is not by any means an unknown or ignored concept in 
the neighbourhood effect literature but has in fact been acknowledged by a 
large number of studies. Some studies point to problems related to exposure 
time or to the effect mobility itself can have on various outcomes, and they 
address these issues by incorporating some kind of measurement of mobility, 
such as years in neighbourhood, years since last move, or total number of 
moves over a time period (e.g. Vartanian and Gleason, 1999; Galster et al., 
2007), or alternatively confine their sample to non-movers (e.g. Dawkins et 
al., 2005; Bergsten, 2010). Most recent studies address selection bias but 
some studies also engage in discussions or explanations of how this bias 
and/or endogeneity bias occurs through mobility and try to correct for it 
through one of various available techniques. For example, the problem of 
simultaneity (endogeneity) is much discussed in the spatial mismatch litera-
ture where the choice of residential relocation may affect employment or 
earnings, via accessibility, but may also be affected by earnings/employment 
status. Someone who is employed may, for example, choose housing in a 
low-price area despite poor access to jobs (see Ihlanfeldt, 1992). One strate-
gy in tackling this problem has been to focus on youth who still live with 
their parents and thus not make their own mobility decisions (Ihlanfeldt and 
Sjoquist, 1998).  

Especially interesting from my perspective are studies making use of ex-
isting policies or programs related to residential mobility (e.g. Åslund and 
Fredriksson, 2009; van Ham and Manley, 2010). This type of study has been 
especially common in the U.S., where several mobility programs have been 
launched to combat ethnic segregation and assist people to move out of po-
verty or ‘black’ neighbourhoods to ‘escape’ negative neighbourhood effects 
(see DeLuca and Dayton, 2009). The Moving to Opportunity program 
(MTO) is often described as the prime example of this, partly constructed by 
scholars and launched not only as a mobility program but also as a ‘natural 
experiment’ designed to overcome selection bias through a random distribu-
tion of housing vouchers aimed to assist households to leave poverty areas 
(for a description of the MTO program design, see Gennetian et al., 2011).  

The mobility programs and the related neighbourhood effect studies not 
only suggest that mobility really is an integral part of neighbourhood effect 
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theory but experiences from these programs also highlight how mobility can 
cause problems for neighbourhood effect research. For example, experiences 
from the Yonkers program in New York (see Briggs, 1998) showed that 
many movers still had access to their ‘old’ networks after the move, making 
it difficult to distinguish effects from different neighbourhoods (Briggs, 
1997). Studies controlling for selection by making use of the Swedish Hela 
Sverige-strategin (Whole of Sweden strategy), a national refugee dispersal 
policy implemented between 1985 and 1994, have instead struggled with 
high rates of onward migration (see Åslund and Fredriksson, 2009). The 
studies using MTO data have been criticised for not having sufficient expo-
sure time to be able to estimate effects, and for insufficient change in higher-
scale structural elements to compare effects from two different environments 
(Sampson et al., 2002; Clampet-Lundquist and Massey, 2008; Sampson, 
2008). 

But if residential mobility already is acknowledged in neighbourhood ef-
fect research, what is the point of this thesis? The problem is in my view that 
although most recent research do attempt to correct for one or two of the 
problems associated with residential mobility (commonly selection bias), 
few, if any, studies acknowledge them all. One possible explanation is that 
residential mobility is, with some exceptions, rarely incorporated in the theo-
retical frameworks of neighbourhood effect studies, and when it is discussed, 
it is in terms of something that affects levels of residential segregation and 
consequently characteristics of specific neighbourhoods but not as some-
thing that directly affects estimates of the effects of segregation, i.e., neigh-
bourhood effects (see Figure 1). The two fields are thus separated from each 
other, both theoretically and methodologically. An illustrative example is a 
special issue of Housing Studies (volume 18(6), 2003) that includes studies 
of both selective mobility processes and neighbourhood effects but in which 
none of the papers studies them together. The papers were furthermore di-
vided into residential mobility papers and neighbourhood effect papers. 
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Figure 1. A one-way relationship between residential mobility and neighbourhood 
effects 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In my view, the one-way relationship illustrated in Figure 1 does not provide 
a correct image of the complex web of relationships between the two fields 
of residential mobility and neighbourhood effect research. Not only do I find 
it rather obvious that issues like the amount of time one has lived in a partic-
ular neighbourhood affect estimates of neighbourhood effects: the actual 
attempts that have been made to control for various methodological prob-
lems related to mobility in neighbourhood effect research also serves to 
prove this point. However, since different neighbourhood effect studies ad-
dress different methodological problems related to mobility (by, for exam-
ple, controlling for the total number of moves or work with a sample of non-
movers), the picture of interrelatedness between the fields of residential mo-
bility and neighbourhood effect research is quite fragmented.  

In Figure 2, I illustrate the complex web of relationship that combines the 
two fields of literature (alternative conceptual models have been suggested 
by Galster, 2003; Doff, 2010). I argue that the one-way relationship pre-
sented in Figure 1 is in fact a two-way relationship, where neighbourhood 
effects affect patterns of segregation and mobility, just as residential mobili-
ty affect neighbourhood effects. This idea is linked to theories of socio-
spatial dynamics: spatial patterns (i.e. residential segregation or the characte-
ristics of specific neighbourhoods) affect societal processes (i.e. neighbour-
hood effect processes or processes of mobility) but societal processes also 
affect spatial patterns. I furthermore argue that the two fields are directly 
related to one another, i.e. that there are direct causal linkages between resi-
dential mobility patterns and neighbourhood effects and vice versa. Figure 2, 
and the discussion of interrelatedness between the two fields, is further de-
veloped in Paper I, where it also includes a time aspect that stresses the need 
for a better understanding of neighbourhood dynamics over time.  

Residential mobility / 
Neighbourhood choice

Neighbourhood effects

Neighbourhood characteristics
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Figure 2. A holistic framework of residential mobility and neighbourhood effects. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2 suggests that the two fields of residential mobility and neighbour-
hood effects are connected by two different kinds of relationship: one two-
way relationship that operates through the neighbourhood (arrows a and b), 
and one two-way relationship that goes directly between mobility and neigh-
bourhood effects (arrows c and d). The links going from mobility to neigh-
bourhood to neighbourhood effects (arrow a) illustrate the main arguments 
in residential mobility research in relation to residential segregation and in 
neighbourhood effect research, respectively. Mobility patterns affect the 
composition of people (and other things) in neighbourhoods, and neighbour-
hood characteristics have a causal effect on individual behaviour and out-
comes. The opposite relationship (represented by arrows b, Figure 2) is sup-
ported by theoretical ideas and empirical results in both fields. The founda-
tional theory of neighbourhood effect research is that individual opportuni-
ties, ideas and behaviour are affected by their neighbourhood environment. 
Consequently, the aggregate population composition of neighbourhoods 
(including the behaviour of the population) and associated changes in other 
neighbourhood attributes (for example, the physical structure or patterns of 
social interaction) are affected by neighbourhood effects. Actual or antic-
ipated neighbourhood effects may also affect neighbourhood characteristics 
by attracting or repelling firms, institutions, public funding etc. The literature 
suggesting that neighbourhood factors have an independent effect on 
people’s tendencies to move or stay has shown that such changes, actual or 
anticipated, (may) affect mobility patterns. 

In Figure 2, I also suggest that there is a direct two-way relationship be-
tween residential mobility and neighbourhood effects. As argued by Samp-
son and colleagues (Sampson and Groves, 1989; Sampson et al., 2002), high 
mobility rates may disrupt social norms and thus affect the mechanisms be-

a

a b

b dc

Residential mobility / 
Neighbourhood choice

Neighbourhood effects

Neighbourhood characteristics
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hind neighbourhood effects. Mobility also affects behaviour, for example 
home maintenance behaviour (Galster, 1987). Such behavioural changes can 
be mistaken for neighbourhood effects (when in fact they are caused by mo-
bility or mobility plans) but they may also affect the behaviour of others (e.g. 
through socialisation processes), thereby resulting in a neighbourhood effect. 
These relationships are represented by arrow c. 

The opposite relationship (arrow d) represents the possibility that mobility 
choices and aggregate mobility patterns are affected by neighbourhood effect 
mechanisms. For example, social processes in the neighbourhood could af-
fect mobility decisions as well as other behaviours, making people more or 
less mobile compared to if they had lived elsewhere. 

There are further conclusions to be drawn from a holistic framework. I 
especially wish to stress ideas related to neighbourhood dynamics (this ar-
gument is made clearer by the more developed figure in Paper I). If one 
leaves out mobility, residential segregation is easily reduced to static levels 
of neighbourhood inequality. As has been discussed, it is fair to assume that 
most neighbourhoods have their characteristics reproduced and their relative 
status maintained over time. Thus, it is probable that a poverty neighbour-
hood at time A will be a poverty neighbourhood also at time B (times A and 
B being the start and the end of the necessary period of exposure). However, 
as previously argued, this reproduction does not mean that neighbourhoods 
are static. The reproduction of neighbourhood population compositions and 
associated attributes is due to constant in- and out-flows of people. These 
individuals will in turn reproduce or alter structures and place characteristics, 
while having their thoughts and actions affected by the same, perhaps in a 
similar way as the former residents. All neighbourhoods experience in- and 
out-mobility of their residents and some neighbourhoods are extremely dy-
namic. This is often especially true for the disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
that so often are in the focus of neighbourhood effect research (especially in 
the U.S.). The theoretical discussions and methodological problems related 
to dynamic neighbourhoods and mobile individuals thus especially apply to 
the neighbourhoods that are studied most extensively. 
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4. Data and methods 

The field of residential mobility is both longstanding and broad enough to 
encompass studies with very different methodologies and methods. Roughly 
speaking, quantitative studies have been used to describe and analyse aggre-
gate patterns, flows and factors related to different mobility behaviours. Stu-
dies using qualitative methods have complemented these by including narra-
tives, contexts and a deeper understanding of the mechanisms behind various 
mobility-related decisions. Unlike residential mobility studies, the field of 
neighbourhood effects is more or less homogenous method-wise. A vast 
majority of the constantly growing number of studies employs different 
quantitative methods. Data are generally large-scale, whether encompassing 
entire populations, survey subsamples, or those involved in different kinds of 
natural experiments. Thus, most discussions about methods and future chal-
lenges in this field take quantitative studies as their starting point (e.g. Dun-
can et al., 1997; Galster, 2008). 

The studies that make up this thesis also adopt quantitative techniques or 
discuss methodological problems from a quantitative standpoint.  
The quantitative techniques employed in the thesis are numerous: descriptive 
statistics of mobility patterns, probit regressions, conditional logit models to 
explore neighbourhood choice, and fixed-effects models with and without 
instrumental variables to estimate neighbourhood effects and neighbourhood 
sorting. The choice of method in each respective paper is based on the re-
search questions of that specific paper. The papers have thus developed me-
thodologically as independent pieces rather than as parts of a methodological 
whole. Although the thesis as a result may appear a bit fragmented, the ad-
vantage of this approach is that I am confident that in each paper I have used 
the best method for that particular study. The methods are described and 
motivated in each respective paper and I will therefore not spend time dis-
cussing them here. Instead, this method section will be devoted to things that 
are common to all papers: the database from which I have collected the em-
pirical material, and the operational definitions of central concepts. 
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The GeoSweden database 
All empirical papers in the thesis make use of data from the GeoSweden 
database. It is a longitudinal set of data that contains information about all 
individuals who have resided in Sweden 1990-20082. The data are collected 
from various public registers and put together by Statistics Sweden. Each 
individual is assigned a unique identifier number which is used to link data 
from the different registers to individuals and access detailed demographic, 
socio-economic and geographic information. The demographic information 
encompasses data such as sex, year of birth, household composition, position 
in the household, number of children, citizenship, and country of birth for 
both the individual and his or her parents. Socio-economic data include level 
and type of education, employment status, workplace, income from work 
and different types of transfer payments, among other things. The low-scale 
geographic information consists of geocoordinates and SAMS (Small Area 
Market Statistics) areas. Furthermore, GeoSweden also contains information 
about migration events, deaths, educational achievements, and housing. 
Most data are collected on an annual basis. This means that changes in, for 
example, socio-economic status or residential location can be tracked over 
time. Housing data are collected for 1990, 1995, and every second year dur-
ing 2000-2008.  

The housing data are one of the main weaknesses of GeoSweden. Unfor-
tunately, it is not related to dwellings but to real estate units (Swedish: fas-
tighet). A real estate unit can consist of one or several buildings, single dwel-
lings or a multi-family housing. In other words, there is no information about 
separate dwellings, unless the dwelling is a unique real estate unit. This re-
sults in a lack of data on dwelling characteristics that are important for mo-
bility decisions, such as price, size and standard of dwellings in multi-family 
buildings.  

Another main weakness is the lack of data on households. GeoSweden 
consists of compilations of individually-based register data. Thus, it can 
define households with couples only if the couples are registered, i.e. mar-
ried/registered partners, or have a child in common. Households with 
couples can also be identified based on residential address, as long as their 
real estate unit consists of a single home. Cohabitants residing in multi-
family housing cannot be identified as couple households but are identified 
as two single-person households. This means that the number of single-
person households is overestimated. This might be especially problematic in 
Sweden, where cohabitation is a common form of partnership, especially in 
younger age groups. 

                               
2The database was updated with data for 2007 and 2008 during spring 2010. The subsets for 
the empirical papers had already been created by then, which is why they contain data only up 
to 2006. 



29 

As in all databases, there are likely to be some register errors in the data. 
One problem in studies of mobility and residential location is that, for vari-
ous reasons, some people do not register at their correct address, and thus 
will be allocated to the wrong neighbourhood (or even city) in the empirical 
studies. This problem is likely quite small in the general population but can 
be substantial in specific sub-groups, especially students and young adults. 
Information about demography and socio-economic status is automatically 
collected by the authorities and is thus more reliable, with the exception of, 
for example, income from the black market. Individuals who are not regis-
tered in Sweden are not included in the database. 

These problems are, of course, unfortunate but the data in GeoSweden is 
still of very high quality in an international perspective and very well suited 
for studies of both mobility and neighbourhood effects, since it covers the 
total population over a long period of time and contains a large number of 
variables, including relatively precise geographical information. It has been 
used in several previous Swedish studies of both fields. (e.g. R. Andersson, 
1998; E. Andersson, 2004; Bråmå, 2006a; b; R. Andersson et al., 2007; 
Galster et al., 2008; Bergsten, 2010) 

Operational definitions of central concepts 
Working with quantitative methods means having to put people and places 
into categories. Categorisations are often problematic: they could always 
have been made differently, and how they are made directly affects the em-
pirical results. In the following sections, I will discuss how I have chosen to 
deal with the most central categories in this thesis. These include the opera-
tional definitions of neighbourhoods, moves, a moving unit, and finally a 
few words about immigrants.  

Neighbourhood 
Geographical space is a continuous variable that by necessity must be classi-
fied into demarcated areas in empirical quantitative studies of neighbour-
hood choice or neighbourhood effects. GeoSweden allows for several differ-
ent alternative classifications of neighbourhoods, including already existing 
areas on different scales and the ability to create one’s own neighbourhood 
definitions based on geocoordinates. These alternatives all have their asso-
ciated advantages and disadvantages. In this thesis, I have chosen to work 
with one of the existing divisions: SAMS units. SAMS is an administrative 
division constructed by each municipality in collaboration with Statistics 
Sweden. The SAMS division is based on homogeneity in terms of function, 
in residential areas with respect to the housing stock, resulting in relatively 
small and homogeneous areas. In urban areas, the division is mostly based 
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on an older neighbourhood division (NYKO, nyckelkodsområden) con-
structed by the municipalities to help them in their planning processes. Thus, 
the division is made with respect to physical structure and barriers and to the 
organisation of different forms of services (such as schools, healthcare units 
etc.). These characteristics make the SAMS areas appropriate as neighbour-
hood areas in neighbourhood choice studies, since they often correspond 
quite well to people’s ideas about neighbourhoods, and thus are likely to 
affect their choices on the housing market. Due to their relatively small size 
and relatedness to the planning process, they are also well suited for studies 
of neighbourhood effects, at least in studies hypothesising that geographical, 
environmental or institutional mechanisms are likely to occur. Studies look-
ing at/hypothesising socio-interactive mechanisms would perhaps benefit 
from a lower-scale neighbourhood division. SAMS areas have often been 
used in previous Swedish studies of neighbourhood sorting (Andersson, 
1998; Bråmå 2006a; b) and neighbourhood effects (E. Andersson, 2004; R. 
Andersson et al., 2007; Galster et al., 2008). 

All empirical papers in this thesis make use of SAMS areas in one way or 
another. However, there are still large differences between the areas classi-
fied as ‘neighbourhoods’ in the respective papers. The size of SAMS areas 
differs between cities, both in terms of physical size and the mean number of 
inhabitants, making comparisons between cities difficult. The reader should 
be aware that the Stockholm SAMS areas, used in Papers II and V, are much 
larger than their Uppsala counterparts, used in Paper III. Whereas the mean 
SAMS area in Uppsala has about 900 inhabitants, the equivalent number for 
the Stockholm SAMS is about 4,300 inhabitants. In Paper IV, the area divi-
sion is based on ‘urban districts’, aggregates of the Uppsala SAMS areas 
(roughly similar in size to the Stockholm SAMS areas). For this particular 
study, its aims and data, I found the Uppsala SAMS too small and homoge-
neous in terms of tenure, since the possibility of moving near a family mem-
ber is directly related to the existence of (vacancies in) the preferred form of 
tenure. These differences between papers make it necessary to warrant cau-
tion when comparing results of the different studies.  

Move 
Both SAMS areas and geocoordinates, provided for each 100 * 100 metres, 
are measured each year. This makes it possible to track movers over time if 
they have moved at least 100 metres or across a SAMS border. Individuals 
who have moved shorter distances, for example within the same building, 
cannot be identified in the database. Furthermore, as estimates are annual, I 
can only identify one move each year. This means that the total number of 
moves is slightly underestimated, especially among the most mobile groups.  

The general definition of a move in this thesis is that it involves a change 
in geocoordinates between two consecutive years. I include only individuals 
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who have geographical data for both years (i.e. recent immigrants and emi-
grants are excluded). Since the focus in the thesis is on intra-urban mobility, 
I have furthermore restricted the samples to those moving within their re-
spective city. Depending on the geographical scale and research question(s) 
of each respective paper, the number of movers included in the sample may 
be further restricted. For example, the dataset used in Paper IV includes only 
individuals who have moved between neighbourhoods.  

Moving unit 
In residential mobility studies, two types of moving units are commonly 
used: individuals and households. Households are generally preferred since 
mobility decisions are made in the context of the household. However, 
households are difficult to identify in GeoSweden due to the structure of the 
database. 

To use GeoSweden for mobility studies means having to choose between 
two poor definitions of a moving unit. My strategy has been to choose unit 
of analysis based on research question and practicality, resulting in one pa-
per using households as the unit of analysis and three papers using individu-
als. To have two different operationalisations of a moving unit in the same 
thesis may be a bit unusual and also problematic. One could argue that this 
makes it difficult to compare conclusions from the different papers and that 
it blurs the ‘big picture’. I would argue, however, that it also provides stabili-
ty to the results: regardless of whether one has individuals or households as 
the basic unit, results still show clear evidence of selective mobility patterns, 
especially with regard to income. 

Immigrant 
Finally, I would like to say a few words about the categorisation of immi-
grants since it has received much attention in the Swedish debate. The immi-
grant category is problematic for many reasons. First, the word ‘immigrant’ 
has one lexical meaning – someone who has immigrated – and another 
meaning in colloquial Swedish, whereby people from especially Africa and 
the Middle East are perceived as being ‘more immigrant’ (with a negative 
undertone) than someone from, for example, Norway or the United Kingdom 
(Myrberg, 2010). Furthermore, ‘immigrant’ may refer to the first, second 
and even third generation. Second, some scholars argue that a categorisation 
of ‘immigrants’ versus ‘natives’ produces an arbitrary divide into ‘us’ (na-
tive Swedes) and ‘them’ (immigrants), reinforcing the idea of two homoge-
neous but inherently different groups (e.g. Mattsson, 2000). Third, there is a 
more practical problem. Since GeoSweden lacks information on ethnicity, 
classifications are made based on country of birth and these are sometimes 
misleading (for example, Kurds are often classified as Turks).  
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Country classifications are not a problem in this thesis sinceh as I use dif-
ferent tools: I work with either a native/immigrant dichotomy or a na-
tive/Western immigrant (OECD countries)/non-Western immigrant categori-
sation, depending on the paper and the number of categories that it is reason-
able to include. Only foreign-born individuals are defined as immigrants, 
while children of immigrants are defined as natives. However, all other prob-
lems associated with the classification of immigrants do apply to this study 
and it is important to be aware of these. Yet, I argue that although categories 
are problematic, studies like the ones I have done would be even more prob-
lematic if variables related to immigrant status or ethnicity were completely 
excluded.  
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5. The papers  

The five papers that constitute this thesis together provide an argument why 
residential mobility should be incorporated into neighbourhood effect re-
search, and make suggestions for how this can be done. This argument is put 
forward by a combination of theoretical and empirical papers. Paper I is 
theoretical. It could be seen as a complement to this introduction, forming 
the argument for the need to incorporate the two fields into one framework. 
Intended as a contribution to the debate on the credibility of neighbourhood 
effect research and the methodological problems facing the field, the paper 
also lists four methodological challenges that residential mobility raises. The 
second paper focuses on one of these challenges, selection bias, and provides 
a complementary and more detailed argument for the reason why residential 
mobility and neighbourhood sorting constitute such a problem for neigh-
bourhood effect research. The argument is supported by empirical analyses 
of moving patterns and results from a survey. 

Papers III and IV look into neighbourhood sorting. The aim of Paper III is 
to estimate the relative impact of different neighbourhood characteristics on 
the neighbourhood selection of various population groups. Paper IV intro-
duces yet another neighbourhood characteristic, namely the location of (ex-
tended) family members. Both these papers are intended primarily as contri-
butions to the residential mobility literature, aiming to explore more deeply 
how processes of neighbourhood selection work. The fifth and final paper of 
the thesis represents an attempt to bring the thesis together empirically. The 
aim of the paper is to estimate both neighbourhood effects and neighbour-
hood sorting simultaneously, controlling for both selection and endogeneity 
bias.  

Paper I: The impact of residential mobility on 
measurements of neighbourhood effects 
The first paper provides a conceptual overview of the fields of residential 
mobility and neighbourhood effects respectively and argues that studies of 
neighbourhood effects need to take mobility into account in order to avoid 
estimation problems. Its main contribution to the field is the development of 
a holistic framework. This framework is similar to the one presented in this 
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introduction, and therefore I will not discuss it further here, but the patterns 
and processes are discussed in more detail and time is added to the model. 

Based on this framework, I identify four methodological challenges fac-
ing the field of neighbourhood effect studies that are directly related to resi-
dential mobility. These challenges are: exposure time, neighbourhood change, 
selection bias and endogeneity bias. Exposure time needs to be measured 
since some transmission mechanisms require a minimum time of neighbour-
hood exposure before they come into play. Exposure time must also be esti-
mated in relation to neighbourhood change since the fact that an individual 
has resided in a specific neighbourhood a certain period of time does not 
necessarily mean that he or she has been exposed to, for example, a certain 
level of poverty this entire time. Most neighbourhood characteristics are 
however reproduced by selective mobility patterns, but even if they are, the 
composition of individuals will change due to mobility, which may have 
consequences for mechanisms related to social interaction. The third and 
fourth challenges, selection bias and endogeneity bias, have also been dis-
cussed in the introduction of this comprehensive summary. In brief, the out-
come variable in the neighbourhood effect equation may be biased if it is 
correlated with unmeasured variables that also affect neighbourhood choice, 
or if processes of mutual causality make it difficult to disentangle the effect 
that is due to the neighbourhood. 

In the paper, I discuss how previous studies have dealt with these chal-
lenges, where they have failed, and what this means for the reliability of 
estimates. I argue that in order to be able to control for processes of mobility 
and thus meet the identified challenges, longitudinal data is needed. Studies 
that work with cross-sectional data or that for other reasons fail to meet the 
challenges caused by mobility risk erroneous results.  

Paper II: Understanding neighbourhood effects: 
selection bias and residential mobility 
The second paper is co-authored with Maarten van Ham (OTB, Delft Uni-
versity of Technology3). It digs deeper into one of the problems identified in 
Paper I: selection bias. Using descriptive statistics over the period 1994-
2008, we show how the shares of foreign-born and employed individuals 
have changed over time in three Stockholm neighbourhoods: one neighbour-
hood characterised by ethnic plurality and relative poverty (Rinkeby), one 
neighbourhood characterised by ethnic homogeneity (i.e. a high share of 
native Swedes) and relative wealth (Ängbylunden), and one area that has 
experienced a dramatic change in especially its share of ethnic minorities 

                               
3 At the time of writing, Maarten van Ham worked at the Centre for Housing Studies/School 
of Geography and Geosciences, University of St Andrews. 
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over the period of measurement (Bjursätra). We then connect these patterns 
to migration patterns to and from these neighbourhoods, arguing that much 
of the change in or reproduction of existing patterns can be explained by 
selective mobility, especially in neighbourhoods that have experienced a 
high turnover rate.  

The paper continues by arguing that these selective mobility patterns like-
ly are connected to the problem of selection bias in neighbourhood effect 
research. It is unlikely that individuals choose destination only based on 
ethnicity and/or employment status of others, so we argue that the clear mo-
bility patterns to and from the three neighbourhoods are likely connected to 
other, unmeasured, characteristics. To give an idea of which these unmea-
sured characteristics might be, we provide a brief review of the literature of 
neighbourhood choice. We also report results from a recent survey among 
‘movers’ and ‘stayers’ in Uppsala where respondents stated that the factors 
most important to them were neighbourhood safety, access to green areas, 
cleanliness and visual beauty. If these unmeasured characteristics also are 
correlated with the outcome variable in neighbourhood effect studies, they 
will produce selection bias. 

We argue for a need of more studies that look into neighbourhood choice 
processes and try to uncover more neighbourhood characteristics that affect 
such decisions and the relative impact of these. Such studies are a necessity 
if we are to understand the processes behind selection bias and ultimately, 
the neighbourhood context itself, and obtain unbiased effects of living in 
those neighbourhoods. We especially argue that both residential mobility 
and neighbourhood effect research would benefit from more studies that 
attempt to control for selection bias in neighbourhood effect studies by ac-
tually modelling mobility, something very few studies has attempted. We 
suggest that this could be accomplished via the Heckman two-step model.  

Paper III: Neighbourhood choice and neighbourhood 
reproduction 
The third paper deals with neighbourhood sorting. It is another co-production 
with Maarten van Ham, and also with David Manley (Department of Geo-
graphical Sciences, University of Bristol4). The aim of the paper is to look 
into how different types of household – ethnic minorities, households with 
children, low-income earners, public renters etc. – move to neighbourhoods 
of different kinds, and how these processes of sorting on the housing market 
relate to each other.  

                               
4 At the time of writing, David Manley worked at the Centre for Housing Studies/School of 
Geography and Geosciences, University of St Andrews. 
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The paper employs a model rarely used in studies of neighbourhood 
choice or selective mobility: a conditional logit model. The main advantages 
with this model over other, more commonly used methods are that i) we can 
model sorting as a choice between a large number of neighbourhoods and ii) 
we can test the impact of several neighbourhood characteristics simulta-
neously. In other words, where most previous studies that estimate neigh-
bourhood selection focus on one neighbourhood variable (typically income 
level or ethnic composition), we can estimate the relative impact of, for ex-
ample, neighbourhood income while controlling for other neighbourhood 
characteristics (such as demographic household composition, share immi-
grants, and share with low education). We also interact these neighbourhood 
characteristics with individual characteristics to test the relative impact of 
different kinds of sorting.  

We find evidence of sorting on all tested dimensions: ethnic, socio-
economic and demographic. Thus, households generally move to areas where 
the other inhabitants have similar characteristics to their own. We find that 
income is the variable that explains most of the selective mobility pattern in 
the Uppsala housing market – not surprisingly since income determines what 
neighbourhoods people can afford to move to. Thus, as an example, part of 
the ethnic sorting on the housing market is explained by differences in in-
come between ethnic groups and income levels (prices) between neighbour-
hoods. In the paper, we argue that our results support the need for caution 
with respect to selection bias in neighbourhood effect research. Neighbour-
hood choice is evidently a highly selective process, even working as we do 
with data from a medium-sized town in Sweden, a country known for its 
relatively small degree of polarisation among neighbourhoods. Processes of 
neighbourhood selection are thus likely to be at least as evident in more po-
larised countries and contexts.  

Paper IV: Moving near family? The influence of 
extended family on neighbourhood choice in an intra-
urban context 
The fourth paper digs further into the issue of how moving individuals or 
households choose their destinations. It explores a variable rarely discussed 
in residential mobility studies (although well known in the literature on long-
distance migration), namely extended family ties. The study asks whether 
having family in a neighbourhood affects the likelihood of moving there, and 
which individuals are most likely to move to areas where family members 
reside. Family or social networks are sometimes mentioned as explanatory 
factors in the literature on neighbourhood selection processes, e.g. in ethnic 
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clustering theory, but the actual impact of family is rarely explored in empir-
ical, quantitative studies.  

The study relates to the literature on neighbourhood selection in two dif-
ferent ways. First, an impact of family location on residential choice may 
result in selective mobility patterns over generations, providing a truly longi-
tudinal perspective. For example, ‘place socialisation theory’ suggests that 
ideas about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ neighbourhoods are formed during childhood 
and are much influenced by parents. A complementary theory suggests that 
information is spread through family networks (among others), thereby af-
fecting mental maps and consequently neighbourhood choices. Thus, the 
mobility decisions of parents affect the mobility decisions of their offspring. 
Second, the study increases the understanding of how people choose neigh-
bourhoods. 

Results suggest that the location of extended family is indeed an impor-
tant variable for neighbourhood choice. It remains strongly positive and sta-
tistically significant when controlling for a range of other neighbourhood 
characteristics related to neighbourhood population (demographic, ethnic, 
socio-economic) and housing characteristics. I also address the issue of who 
it is that moves near family. Results show that those most likely to make 
such a move are individuals who have previously resided in the neighbour-
hood (within a five-year period from the move), which I interpret as support 
for theories related to information, socialisation and potentially also to affini-
ty, assuming that family members also lived there at the previous point in 
time. Other groups found to have an increased probability of moving near 
family are non-Western immigrants, middle-aged people, and those with a 
low socio-economic position.  

Paper V: Neighbourhood sorting through income and 
the effects of neighbourhood mix on income: a holistic 
empirical estimation 
The fifth paper is co-authored with George Galster (Department for Urban 
Studies and Planning, Wayne State University). It represents an attempt to 
adopt the holistic framework and estimate both neighbourhood effects and 
neighbourhood sorting simultaneously. We estimate two equations in which 
the key variables are modelled as endogenous – one that estimates how indi-
vidual income affect the income mix in the neighbourhood of residence (i.e. 
neighbourhood selection) and one that estimates how income mix in the 
neighbourhood of residence affect individual income (i.e. neighbourhood 
effects). The study encompasses all adult males who resided in Stockholm 
during the entire 1995-2006 period. We employ annual demographic, socio-
economic and geographic data over the same time period.  
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To understand how endogeneity affects measurements of neighbourhood 
effects, we estimate two different models. The first is a fixed-effects model 
for panel data intended to control for selection bias only. The second model 
is similar but the endogenous independent variables are replaced with in-
strumental variables, intended to perform similarly as the endogenous va-
riables but without being subject to this source of bias. 

We find that results change substantially once endogeneity is controlled 
for. Our estimated neighbourhood effects become larger when controlling 
for endogeneity compared to when controlling for selection bias only, and 
this is true regardless of whether we estimate neighbourhood income mix on 
the basis on percentage high or low income neighbours. Thus, our results 
suggest that there is a risk that the results from previous studies that control 
for selection but not endogeneity are biased downwards. Similarly, we find 
that endogeneity also bias neighbourhood selection on income downwards, 
at least when percentage high-income neighbours is the dependent variable. 
When replacing individual income with our instrumental variable, the coef-
ficient gets substantially larger. However, when modelling selection of low-
income neighbours with instruments, the coefficient gets statistically insigni-
ficant. Although this single study is based on a specific group of people in a 
specific context, we argue that our results are provocative enough to warrant 
conclusion about the need to take endogeneity bias into account to avoid 
erroneous estimates. 
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6. Conclusions and suggestions for future 
research 

The main aim of this thesis has been to provide an argument for a theoretical 
framework of neighbourhood effect research that also includes processes of 
residential mobility, and to discuss how such a framework results in metho-
dological challenges that are important to address to obtain unbiased esti-
mates of neighbourhood effects. This argument is developed in this compre-
hensive summary in combination with the five papers that all tackle the 
problem of connectedness between the two fields of study from different 
angles. It is supported by conceptual figures, discussions and reviews of both 
sets of literature, empirical findings, and conclusions drawn from the prob-
lems faced by previous research. In this part of the thesis, I will (bravely or 
foolishly) assume that the reader accepts my arguments inasmuch as he or 
she agrees that the two fields of residential mobility and neighbourhood ef-
fects are connected. This assumption is necessary in order to be able to dis-
cuss results and draw conclusions in light of the other research questions 
related to (potential) consequences of a holistic framework. 

The conclusions that are discussed in this part of the thesis mainly con-
cern the identified methodological challenges and how they can be met. 
Some of the papers, however, not only contribute to a better understanding 
of selection processes or similar, but are also empirical studies of specific 
mobility patterns/neighbourhood effects. Such conclusions, drawn from the 
specific research questions of the respective papers rather than from the unit-
ing questions asked in the beginning of this comprehensive summary, are 
discussed in respective papers. 

The research questions posed at the beginning of this comprehensive 
summary are related mainly to the neighbourhood effect literature. Indeed, 
most of the discussions in the thesis are directed to this field of study, as are 
the discussions in this chapter, but a truly holistic approach should also take 
the other field into account. I will therefore also discuss implications of my 
results for the field of residential mobility. I would, of course, opt for more 
studies that include both fields in their empirical research. However, the 
number of studies that concentrate on modelling processes in ‘only’ one field 
will very likely be much larger than those modelling mobility and neigh-
bourhood effect simultaneously; hence I will focus on discussing what these 
studies need to take into account in order to improve estimates from the 
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perspective of a holistic conceptual framework. I will start by addressing the 
field of neighbourhood effects, and then move on to studies of neighbour-
hood sorting/choice.  

Implications for neighbourhood effect research 
The papers that constitute this thesis mainly focus on methodological prob-
lems that face studies of neighbourhood effects as a result of the mobility of 
individuals. Although I will devote most space to these methodological prob-
lems and their potential solutions, I will begin this discussion with some 
thoughts about theory. In this thesis, I suggest that mobility has not been 
given enough attention in neighbourhood effect theory: when it is included, 
it is mainly discussed as something that affects residential segregation and 
thus theoretically takes place before neighbourhood effects are measured. I 
argue that this arbitrary temporal divide implicitly result in a view of neigh-
bourhoods as static – at least during the time of measurement. Neighbour-
hoods are, however, not static. They do not only change through the mobility 
of people. In line with scholars like Anthony Giddens, Edward Soja and 
Allan Pred, I argue that the structural circumstances, the ‘opportunity struc-
ture’ that according to neighbourhood effect theory sets the stage on which 
individuals operate, are constantly reproduced through individual action and 
thus subject to change. What does this mean? It means that neighbourhood 
effect research cannot simply assume that people who live in a poverty 
neighbourhood year 1 will do so also year 5: the individual may have moved 
(once or several times) or the neighbourhood may no longer be a poverty 
neighbourhood (or at least, the structural circumstances may have changed). 
It means that dynamics take place all the time, and thus must be included in 
theories and estimates of neighbourhood effects. It means that we cannot 
understand neighbourhoods if we do not take neighbourhood dynamics into 
account. I have in this thesis chosen to focus on mobility since this is a clear-
ly visible aspect of neighbourhood dynamics.  

However, it is not an easy task to uncover all ways in which mobility af-
fect neighbourhoods and neighbourhood effect research, and an even more 
difficult task to address the methodological challenges it raises. In the thesis, 
I have identified four such: measuring exposure time, addressing potential 
neighbourhood change, selection bias and endogeneity bias. In my view, the 
first two problems relate to a theoretical understanding of what neighbour-
hood effects are, and to transmission mechanisms. For example, I find mea-
suring exposure time to be necessary in order to be able to say that an esti-
mate is indeed a neighbourhood effect: for how can it be such if an individu-
al has not resided in the neighbourhood long enough for transmission me-
chanisms to operate, according to neighbourhood effect theory? The second 
two problems relate more to whether effects are results of the neighbourhood 
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or of something else – individual characteristics or joint decision-making – 
and the discussion focuses on the size and reliability of estimates.  

All four challenges need to be addressed in order to provide convincing 
estimates of neighbourhood effects. To be able to do so, it is necessary to 
have access to longitudinal data. Data is generally considered to be longitu-
dinal if it contains a minimum of two points of measurement for each unit of 
analysis (normally individuals). Working with such data allows for controls 
of selection and endogeneity bias through one of the various techniques 
listed in Paper I. However, to satisfactorily address the challenges raised by 
mobility, data should contain more points of measurement with as short in-
tervals as possible. Residential mobility is not a point-in-time event that can 
be controlled at the end of a period. People move all the time. To be able to 
estimate exposure time for all these potentially mobile individuals, one must 
have data on as many moves as possible. Exposure time can be controlled by 
including some kind of measurement of mobility. How these should look 
like depends on the structure of the dataset but possible alternatives include 
year of entry to the neighbourhood, number of moves conducted during the 
period of measurement, number of years in neighbourhood etc. Another pos-
sibility is to limit the sample to non-movers, although that may result in ad-
ditional problems with selection bias.  

The second problem, potential neighbourhood change, could, if the as-
sumed mechanisms are related to institutions and external forces rather than 
social interaction, be controlled for by looking at neighbourhood develop-
ment during the period of interest. If substantial changes occur that are likely 
to affect the outcome of interest, these must somehow be controlled for in 
the model. If the hypothesised mechanisms are socio-interactive, it is neces-
sary to look into average mobility rates. This will not solve the problem but 
may provide additional thoughts on the reliability of the hypothesis. To fully 
account for neighbourhood change in relation to socio-interactive mechan-
isms, one must have complete information about all moves that have taken 
place during the time period, characteristics of all movers, and information 
about existing networks within the neighbourhoods. 

Longitudinal data is also necessary to meet the problems of selection and 
endogeneity bias. Selection bias is a well-known issue in neighbourhood 
effect research but, although most recent studies attempt to control for it, the 
existence of neighbourhood effects is still debated due to the potentiality of 
such bias. None of the existing methods (see Paper I) are perfect, leaving 
space for discussions and doubt. The clear patterns of neighbourhood sorting 
found in the four empirical papers that look into neighbourhood selection 
processes suggest that the neighbourhood choices of individuals and house-
holds are systematic and likely related to other factors, and thus that selec-
tion bias is indeed a serious problem. The fact that the studies are conducted 
in Sweden, a country known for its relative equality (regarding income, 
gender, ethnicity etc.), makes it probable that the sorting of households into 
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neighbourhoods and consequently also selection bias is an even bigger prob-
lem in countries with a higher degree of polarisation.  

Most neighbourhood effect studies that control for selection bias do so by 
employing one of several available econometric techniques. Although these 
methods serve their purpose and get rid of (some of) the bias, I argue that 
there are alternative methods that would not only obtain the same result but 
furthermore provide additional insight into neighbourhood selection 
processes as well as casting more light on how processes of residential mo-
bility affect neighbourhood effect research and vice versa. Galster and I pro-
vide an attempt at such a ‘holistic’ study and find that our estimates of both 
neighbourhood selection and neighbourhood effects change significantly 
when controlling for selection and endogeneity bias (Paper V). We end our 
study by urging replication in other contexts, but I would also be interested 
in seeing more studies on neighbourhood effects that control for selection by 
actually modelling selection processes (for empirical attempts, see Ioannides 
and Zabel, 2008; Sari, forthcoming). A better understanding of how house-
holds choose neighbourhoods, i.e. the processes behind selection bias, would 
greatly enhance the potential to successfully employ such models to get rid 
of bias. Such knowledge would mean that the most important variables could 
be included in models, thus making them better controls for selection bias; 
otherwise, researchers without to these variables would need to choose alter-
native methods.  

Not all scholars do have access to the kind of high-quality longitudinal 
data that I argue is necessary to be able to convincingly estimate neighbour-
hood effects. This is, of course, unfortunate but does not change the fact that 
this kind of data is needed to account for the challenges caused by residential 
mobility. Fortunately, longitudinal datasets are currently becoming available 
in an increasing number of countries, whether based on population registers 
or large follow-up surveys. The possibility of conducting neighbourhood 
effect studies that take mobility into account has thus never been better. 

Conclusions related to residential mobility research 
As mentioned in the introduction as well as in Chapter 3, there is a compara-
tively large amount of research on how various household characteristics in 
relation to dwelling attributes affect residential mobility decisions. Less is 
known about how different neighbourhood characteristics affect such deci-
sions. The relatively limited number of existing studies has focused mainly 
on a small set of variables, especially the neighbourhood’s ethnic and socio-
economic population composition. Three of the five papers in this thesis 
contribute to this literature by modelling neighbourhood choice in one way 
or another and a fourth paper models where people live. Thus, these studies 
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cast further light on the processes that may result in selection bias in neigh-
bourhood effect research. 

In Paper II, van Ham and I show how neighbourhood change is related to 
processes of selective mobility, in this case measured in relation to ethnic 
composition and employment levels. However, we find that moving individ-
uals value other neighbourhood factors more highly (especially safety, visual 
beauty, and access to green areas) and suggest that these generally unmea-
sured factors are likely also to produce patterns of selective mobility and 
consequently lead to selection bias. Family did not seem to be very impor-
tant based on the survey results presented in Paper II, but in Paper IV I find 
that the location of family has a strong effect on neighbourhood choice – the 
attraction of family was found to be equivalent to a neighbourhood median 
income increase of almost three standard deviations. I also find differences 
in the tendency to move near family. Especially prone to conduct such a 
move were non-Western immigrants, people with low socio-economic posi-
tion, people in age group 45-64, and those who had previous experience of 
the neighbourhood where their family members lived. However, more work 
is needed to understand how family and friends affect neighbourhood choic-
es (see Mulder, 2007). 

In Paper III, van Ham, Manley and I look into the relative impact of vari-
ous aspects of neighbourhood sorting and find that income is the most im-
portant factor. When controlling for income sorting, i.e. that high-income 
individuals move to high-income neighbourhoods and low-income people 
move to low-income neighbourhoods, the estimates of ethnic sorting, demo-
graphic sorting and other forms of socio-economic sorting (education, em-
ployment, social welfare) become reduced, suggesting that much of this sort-
ing is due to income. Much work remains to be done, however, in this field. 
Extensive exploration into neighbourhood variables that affect residential 
choices and analyses of what these relationships look like (levels, potential 
thresholds, relative importance etc.) is a task for future research. Something I 
would find of special interest is to study if and how neighbourhood choice is 
affected by processes within the neighbourhood of origin, i.e. neighbourhood 
effects on mobility. 

Another important task for residential mobility research is to address 
some of the methodological problems that affect neighbourhood effect stu-
dies. As Galster and I show in Paper V, estimates of neighbourhood sorting 
are affected by both selection and endogeneity bias, at least using the me-
thods we employ. Selection could, for instance, mean that the impact of in-
come or ethnicity is biased upwards and its relative importance overrated in 
relation to other, yet unmeasured, characteristics of individuals or neigh-
bourhoods. For example, we find in Paper III that the impact of ethnic sort-
ing is reduced when controlling for sorting on household demographic com-
position and socio-economic resources. Again, a better understanding of 
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other factors affecting neighbourhood choice would provide at least part of 
the solution. 

Longitudinal data are necessary for neighbourhood effect studies but are 
also beneficial for estimates of neighbourhood choice on the micro level or 
neighbourhood sorting patterns on the macro level. Both processes are likely 
to be related to previous experiences of neighbourhoods (see Paper IV) and 
individual mobility histories, something that also needs to be explored fur-
ther by future research. There is thus much work still to do in this field. 

So what? A note on policy 
One justification for spending public money on social science research is its 
potential for changing societies for the better by addressing societal prob-
lems, identifying causes and suggesting solutions. Both fields I have dis-
cussed in this thesis have their own social problems as objects of study and 
their own discussions about policy implications of their research findings. 
Analysing the causes of residential segregation is one of the key issues in the 
residential mobility literature that deals with neighbourhood choice. Why do 
some groups inhabit certain neighbourhoods? How are such patterns pro-
duced and reproduced? And how can we, if causes are identified correctly, 
provide better choice opportunities for some without degrading the oppor-
tunities of others? To the extent that neighbourhood effect studies estimate 
consequences of segregation, the two fields are also connected policy-wise. 
Changing the patterns that cause residential segregation may be one solution 
to prevent negative neighbourhood effects. Other potential policies that 
might prevent negative effects that are commonly discussed in neighbour-
hood effect studies relate to planning, social mix policies, and area-based 
interventions.  

My thesis does not result in any advice to planners or practitioners. It is 
an academic thesis, aimed towards an academic audience. However, it does 
contain empirical studies and consequently empirical conclusions. Although 
these are not intended to result in policy change, they should be seen as con-
tributions to the existing knowledge in their respective field of research. 
Together with the findings of previous and future studies, they thus create a 
knowledge base which might lead to improved policy recommendations. 

The most important argument as to why my research is important from a 
societal perspective is, however, related to the conclusions we can draw from 
other research. If there is a problem with the theoretical conceptualisation, 
methodological tools and ultimately actual estimates, empirical conclusions 
might turn out wrong and so might the consequent policy suggestions. Thus, 
the long-term aim of the thesis is to contribute to more reliable results in 
both fields, providing a better ground for policy decisions. Whether this aim 
will be fulfilled depends on if and how future research addresses the metho-
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dological challenges identified. Recent scientific discussions and advance-
ments in both fields do provide for some optimism. The mutual connections 
between the two fields are increasingly recognised by scholarly work (Gal-
ster, 2003; Sampson and Sharkey, 2008; Doff, 2010; van Ham and Manley, 
2010) and have also been discussed at several recent international research 
seminars/workshops5. I hope and believe that this thesis will contribute to the 
continuation of this process. 

                               
5I am thinking especially of the two ESRC seminars ”Neighbourhood Effects: Theory and 
Evidence” (St Andrews, February 2010) and ”Understanding Neighbourhood Dynamics” 
(Manchester, September 2010), and the QMSS2 seminar ”Neighbourhood Dynamics and 
Contextual Effects” (Uppsala, June 2011). There may be others I am not aware of.  
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