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Topic. In recent decades, suicide has been one of the leading causes of death among the young and middle-

aged European population. For older working-age groups (50–64 years), suicide was the seventh-leading 

cause of death (GBD Compare, 2017). In 2015, Belgium showed the fifth highest suicide rate in Europe, with 

about 17 suicides per 100,000 inhabitants (while the EU-28 average is 11). Understanding the determinants 

of suicide, precisely the relation between life-course events and suicide draws more and more scientific 

interest. For instance, many studies on separations and divorces could prove that union dissolutions are 

highly associated with suicide (Bruce & Kim, 1992; Heikkinen et al., 1993; Okada & Samreth, 2013). Even 

if residential mobility and union transitions go hand in hand, there is little knowledge about the link between 

internal migration and suicide risk, especially for working-age populations. Literature is still scarce on the 

topic, and the few articles on the relationship between residential mobility and suicide among adults omit 

considering the life course context of the move regarding union transitions and age. This study investigates 

the relationship between residential mobility within Belgium and the risk of suicide in the working-age 

population. It seeks to unravel the possible determinants of this relation, focusing on the union transitions 

(dissolution, formation, no union, union stability) that accompany the move and the life stage (younger, 

middle-aged, and older working-aged populations) during which it happens. 

The Belgian context is fascinating to study this question. First, in Belgium, the number of divorces per 

1,000 marriages has risen over the last decades (Eurostat, 2021). The demand for housing has also increased, 

making it difficult for recently separated individuals and parents to find a decent and affordable place, 

especially in post-separation economic loss (Biotteau et al., 2019; Feijten, 2005). Second 

Theoretical and empirical background. According to the literature, residential mobility is associated 

with mixed consequences on mental health, depending on its context and motivation (Choi & Oishi, 2020; 

Oishi & Schimmack, 2010). On the one hand, mobility is an essential asset for individuals’ development, 

their professional and personal opportunities (especially for men: Mulder and Van Ham, 2005) and 

enlarging the social network (Oishi, 2010). On the other hand, according to the familiarity-liking theory, 

moving and adapting to a new environment requires individuals to break some social ties and change their 

habits and lifestyle (Magdol, 2002; Oishi & Talhelm, 2012). Also, it is essential to note a reverse causation 

phenomenon according to which poor physical and/or mental health can play on the risk of moving or not 

moving (Morris et al., 2018). An essential piece of work in the literature linking mobility and suicide is the 

study by Hagedoorn and Helbich (2022), which shows that, unexpectedly, a change of neighbourhood was 

associated with a lower suicide risk than immobility in the Netherlands, among the 20-64 year-old 

population. In Belgium, contrary to other countries, such as the Netherlands, the housing market is said to 

be static: it presents incentives for homeownership and residential immobility, and short provision in social 
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rental residences. The real estate transfer tax is high in Belgium – about 10 to 12% of the real estate value  

(RSM, 2023)- whereas it is less expensive in more dynamic contexts, such as the Netherlands – 2% (CMS, 

2023) - or Finland – 4% (PWC, 2023). If mobility can be considered a solution to an unsatisfactory living 

environment in the Netherlands, mobility is associated with high costs in Belgium and is often avoided, if 

possible.  As a first hypothesis, we assume that mobility is associated with higher suicide risks than 

immobility in Belgium. 

Union dissolution is a common reason to move. There is already extensive theoretical and empirical 

literature on the antagonistic relation between union dissolutions and mental health (US: Rhoades et al., 

2011; Sweden: Switek and Easterlin, 2018; Norway: Næss et al., 2015). Right after separation, the decision 

of who moves and who stays in the previously shared place is complex information. According to a cost-

benefit approach, we can assume that they will likely move if one does not have enough financial means to 

afford those costs (Mulder & Malmberg, 2011; Mulder & Wagner, 2010). Studies in Belgium confirmed 

women’s higher risk of moving after separation, especially among the lower-educated ex-couples (Theunis 

et al., 2018). Beyond that, we can assume that the person who decides to break up is likely to be the person 

who moves out of the shared place (Kolodziej-Zaleska & Przybyla-Basista, 2020; Symoens et al., 2013). 

Adverse outcomes characterise mobility in the context of separation. The new residence is often found in 

an emergency and has fewer resources (Lersch & Vidal, 2014) and can be considered, to some extent, as a 

“forced” or unplanned move (De Groot et al., 2011). Mobility can also mark the start of a new cohabitation 

and the first step of a new union. This facet of mobility is less studied (Brandén & Haandrikman, 2019). 

Within existing couples, mobility is often associated with increased wealth or the evolution of family life, 

such as marriage, pregnancy, or accession to homeownership (Michielin & Mulder, 2008). In general, the 

mobility of a couple is associated with more positive outcomes for men than for women, as the man's 

professional career often triggers the couple's mobility (Brandén, 2014; Cooke, 2008). For unpartnered 

individuals, mobility can have many motivations, such as a professional change or the development of the 

housing career, by acceding to homeownership. As a second hypothesis, we assume that the positive 

relationship between residential mobility and suicide depends on the context of the move. 

Compared to immobility, mobility is positively associated with suicide when it is accompanied by 

a union dissolution. In the context of a union formation or no union change (single and partnered 

individuals remain in the same situation as before the move), moving is not associated with higher 

suicide risk than immobility. 

Life events do not carry the same social significance at different ages. Young adults are also the most mobile 

population, partially explained by a period of experimentation, with shorter and more numerous unions but 

also related to education and economic constraints (Bernard et al., 2014). To a lesser extent, mobility is also 

expected from older adults who approach (pre-) retirement, aged 55 and more. This life period is marked 

by health-related and financial vulnerability and changes (Lin & Brown, 2020). For middle-aged adults, 

residential changes are less searched, as adults in their 40ies and 50ies are traditionally expected to be settled 

down (Kohli & Künemund, 2005). A study conducted in the UK shows that after the 30ies, “immobility 
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seems to be the norm for individuals” (Coulter & Van Ham, 2013). As a third hypothesis, we assume 

that mobility is associated with higher risks of suicide than immobility for middle-aged adults 

aged 40 to 54, while this association is less visible for younger and older populations. 

Data and method. This research will benefit from high-quality administrative datasets, including the 

Belgian National Register, 2001 and 2011 Census, as well as death certificates, covering the whole 

population registered in Belgium between 2008 and 2015, and following it through an event history analysis 

methodology. We concentrate on the adult population aged 20 to 64. We excluded the young and the older 

population due to the specificity of their suicide determinants. Cox proportional hazards models helped 

estimate the hazard of dying of suicide. Hazard ratios of suicide were calculated to investigate the 

moderating effect of mobility status and context with different age groups (20-39, 40-54, 55-64). Here, a 

stratification was preferred. As we work with population data, i.e. exhaustive data, and not on a 

representative survey, inferential statistics tools will be displayed through 95% confidence intervals in tables 

and figures, but they will not be strictly interpreted. Instead, substantial significance will be preferred 

(Bernardi et al., 2017). We suggest a significance threshold: two estimates are considered significantly 

different if less than 20% of their confidence intervals overlap.  

Results. Through event history analysis, we could show that mobility (no matter the context) was associated 

with a higher risk of suicide than immobility. This confirms our first hypothesis. It corroborates previous 

studies showing the decrease in mental health outcomes for internal migrants (Hendriks et al., 2016; Liu et 

al., 2017) but is not in line with a previous study about the relationship between neighbourhood changes 

and suicide in the Netherlands (Hagedoorn & Helbich, 2022). Contrary to other contexts where residential 

mobility is more flexible and frequent, Belgium presents a static housing market, where homeownership is 

widespread and housing transactions are costly (van der Heijden et al., 2011). We can believe that residential 

mobility is a more challenging event in such a context that demands many resources and can have material 

consequences on the individual.  

Figure 1 presents the results of the Cox Proportional hazard models, according to the mobility status and 

union transition during the observation period (moved at least once or did not move) of the 

individuals.Union dissolutions are highly associated with suicide risks, whether the individual moves or not 

(Figure 1). Union formation is not associated with higher or lower suicide risks, no matter whether one 

moves or not. Our second hypothesis is nuanced. Unexpectedly, for individuals who do not go through 

a union transition (stay in the same union or remain unpartnered), mobility is associated with a higher 

suicide risk than immobility. 

FIGURE 1 – PROPORTIONAL HAZARD COX REGRESSION ON THE RISK OF SUICIDE, EXPRESSED IN HAZARD RATIO AND 

CONFIDENCE INTERVALS AT 95%. MODEL CONTROLS FOR AGE, PARENTAL STATUS, REGION AND AREA OF RESIDENCE 

(BEFORE THE MOVE), NATIONALITY, EDUCATIONAL LEVEL, OCCUPATIONAL STATUS, HOUSING TENURE AND BELGIAN 

MULTIPLE DEPRIVATION INDEX (OTAVOVA ET AL., 2023).  

Data source: National Register 2008-2015, Census 2001 and 2011, Death certificates 2008-2015.  
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The relation between mobility and mental health differs for individuals in different life stages. We divided 

the population into three age categories: young adults (20-39), middle-aged adults (40-54) and older adults 

(55-64). We could notice that the middle-aged categories presented the highest excess mortality due to 

suicide when mobile, compared to immobile, no matter the context of the move, and confirm our third 

hypothesis. Contrarily, for younger and older adults, mobility in the context of union formation is not 

associated with higher suicide risks, and mobility in the context of no union change is associated with higher 

suicide risks for older adults.  

Next steps and expected results. This observation might relate to Belgium’s housing policies and market. 

Residents in Belgium are encouraged to accede homeownership through better taxation. However, the 

housing system is not flexible, and housing transitions are costly.  In such a context, moving is challenging 

and demands resources. In the Netherlands – where the rental market is more robust and the real estate 

transaction costs are lower - opposite results were found (Hagedoorn & Helbich, 2022). Our next step 

consists in conducting a similar analysis in a third context. In Finland, homeownership is normative (about 

70% of the population owns-occupies their dwelling), but real estate transaction fees are lower than in 

Belgium. This translates into internal migration rates much higher in Finland than in Belgium (Bernard & 

Kolk, 2020). As mobility is associated with fewer expenses and fewer taxes and is more common in Finland, 

we expect the positive relationship between mobility and suicide to be less visible than in Belgium, especially 

when no union changes accompany it.  
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