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Abstract 
The urban transi on, defined by a popula on’s increasing share living in urban areas over me, is among 
the most important transforma on in contemporary popula on geography in the global South. Yet we 
know almost nothing about pa erns of demographic change in ci es. In this communica on, we analyse 
domes c migra on flows across a set of more than 1200 dis nct func onal urban areas and 500 
differen ally urbanized regions. Func onal urban areas are defined consistently across me and space 
and englobe the en re urban popula on, thereby improving interna onal comparison of inter-city 
migra on in 41 developing countries spanning the en re urban transi on. Migra on trends and 
geographies are assessed from a cross-sec onal perspec ve over the countries’ stages reached in the 
urbaniza on process and confirmed based on a limited set of within-country trends. Results challenge 
the authorita ve models of the urban transi on – the hypotheses of a mobility transi on and differen al 
urbanisa on. Inter-city migra on increases swi ly in early stages of the urban transi on, in parallel to the 
onset of rural-to-urban migra on, rather than only in late stages when most of the popula on is already 
living in ci es. The propensity to migrate diffused down the urban hierarchy over me, with large ci es’ 
playing a pioneering role in this process. We also found only mid indica ons for a levelling off in the 
rural exodus at advanced stages of urbaniza on. By contrast, the reverse flow from urban to rural areas 
declines over me, and migra on between rural areas is limited. At the start of the urban transi on, 
movements up the urban hierarchy dominate out-migra on from the lower half of the ranked 
se lements, while downward flows are the norm in the upper half. Over me, however, increasingly 
higher ranked ci es (except the largest ones) also experience a predominantly upward migra on and 
migrants move over longer distances. Intermediate-sized and small ci es cons tute increasingly 
a rac ve des na ons, rela ve to the primate ci es. Yet this concerns migrants moving down the urban 
hierarchy to a larger extent than those moving upward.  
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Introduc on 
The urban transi on – from a predominantly rural to a mainly urban society – is among the most 
important transforma ons in contemporary popula on geography with major implica ons for human 
development and the human footprint on the environment. Yet there is virtually no evidence on the 
demographic pa erns underlying this popula on growth in ci es. Due to the limited availability and poor 
quality of data, available studies usually focus on one single country and apply specific defini ons and 
methodologies, thereby challenging interna onal comparisons (Farrell 2018; Jiang et al. 2022; Lerch 
2016). A number of mul -country studies have adopted dichotomous urban/rural classifica ons (Preston 
1979; Chen, Valente, and Zlontnik 1998; Jiang and O’Neill 2018; Bocquier, Menashe-Oren, and Nie 2023) 
that do not provide informa on on the variability of demographic regimes across the hierarchical 
distribu on of ci es, as defined by popula on size or economic-poli cal func ons (therea er referred to 
as the urban hierarchy). However, urban planning is mostly implemented at the city level. The UN 
compared migra on pa erns in a selec on of major metropolitan areas but again relied on na onal 
defini ons of their spa al extents (United Na ons 1983), which differ significantly across countries and 
over me. We lack a truly compara ve appraisal of demographic change across the whole spectrum of 
ci es. In this communica on, we analyze internal migra on across the city hierarchy and the rural-urban 
con nuum in 41 developing countries that span the en re urban transi on. 

The lack of compara ve informa on on migra on across the urban hierarchy is par cularly surprising, 
given the preeminence of this demographic component in authorita ve theore cal accounts of the urban 
transi on (Lerch 2014). The hypotheses of a mobility transi on (Zelinsky 1971; Skeldon 1997; DeHaas 
2010) and differen al urbaniza on (Geyer and Kontuly 1993; Champion 2001) propose a pa erned 
spa o-temporal diffusion of the propensity to move in an urbanizing society, as observed in Europe over 
the 19th and 20th Centuries. Rural-to-urban migra on is expected to increase in the take-off phase of 
na onal urbaniza on, economic development and demographic transi on, and therea er to decrease 
with further advancements in living standards in an essen ally urban and late transi onal society. This 
inverted U-shaped evolu on in the propensity to move is expected to diffuse down the urban hierarchy, 
star ng from rural areas close to central places towards peripheral regions of the country. In early stages 
of urbaniza on, migrants are predominantly a racted to the rising urban center (i.e. the primate city), 
where the pull factors of migra on are sustained: higher income, more diversified labor markets and 
urban ameni es. With further advances in development and its regional diffusion within countries, the 
development dispari es between ci es a enuate. At the same me, primate ci es experience social and 
economic conges on effects resul ng from the excessive agglomera on of human ac vity. Internal 
migrants are expected to be redirected towards lower-ranked ci es, implying also flows down the urban 
hierarchy. When the society is predominantly urban, rural-to-urban migra on becomes negligible and 
inter-city movements are expected to dominate popula on mobility. 

Recent cross-sec onal assessments in countries situated at different stages of urbaniza on tend to 
confirm this conjectured geography of migra on (Rees et al. 2017; Charles-Edwards et al. 2017): in less 
urbanized countries, migrants have moved from less to more densely populated administra ve areas, 
whereas at very advanced stages of urbaniza on (such as in La n America; (Rodriguez-Vignoli 2017)), the 
direc on of flows inverted. Densely populated places tend to experience nega ve migra on balances. 
The insights from those studies of net-migra on between subna onal administra ve regions may not 
reflect migra on pa erns across the urban hierarchy for two reasons. As ci es usually comprise several 
administra ve units, es mated migra on flows include local within-city movements related to the 
processes of urban sprawl (i.e., from dense centers to the sparsely populated outskirts of a given urban 
agglomera on), rather than migra on between ci es and rural areas. Large and densely populated 
administra ve areas, by contrast, may include a significant propor on of popula on living outside of a 
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given urban agglomera on. In this case, migra on es mates would not account for a sizeable share of 
rural-to-urban migra ons or the reverse flows. Moreover, the focus on net-migra on can mask different 
combina ons of direc onal flows and is therefore hard to interpret. It remains unclear whether the 
nega ve net-migra on in densely populated areas is driven by higher out-migra on as mo vated by 
economic, social and environmental conges on effects in primate ci es or because of lower 
a rac veness of those ci es for rural-to-urban migrants, rela ve to alterna ve des na ons is lower ers 
of the urban hierarchy.  

In this communica on, we assess trends and geographies of out- and in-migra on flows in more than 
1200 urban agglomera ons and 500 differen ally urbanized regions in 41 developing countries that span 
all stages of the urban transi on. We move beyond the classic rural-urban dichotomy by focusing on 
differences across the city hierarchy and the rural-urban con nuum, which are defined accurately and 
consistently across space and me (based on remote sensing data) to ensure interna onal comparison. 
In doing so, we extend the scope of previous work that included only a limited number of countries 
(Lerch 2020). As more than half of the world popula on since 2017 is concentrated in ci es and future 
increments are expected to be concentrated there (United Na ons 2018), a differen al look at their 
demographic fate is mely, not least to unravel for the first me in the literature interna onal regulari es 
in inter-city migra on over the urban transi on.  

Data and methods 
To test the above hypotheses, we es mated out- and in-migra on of dis nct urban agglomera ons and 
differen ally urbanized regions, relate these intensi es to the places’ rela ve ranking within the na onal 
urban hierarchy, and inves gate how this associa ons changes as na onal levels of urbaniza on rise. 
Given the limited availability and quality of official sta s cs on migra on across ci es in developing 
countries, we rely on available individual-level data and aggregate them at the level of urban 
agglomera ons and differen ally urbanized regions. 

Migra on data come from the URBDEMO collec on of Integrated Public Use Microdata Samples (IPUMS) 
of popula on and housing censuses fielded between 1970 and 2017 (Minnesota Popula on Center 
2022), which is maintained by the Urban Demography Lab at the Ecole Polytechnique Fédérale de 
Lausanne (EPFL). The URBDEMO collec on is a mul -year collec on of 85 census rounds that covers 41 
developing countries (see Map 1), represen ng X% of the total popula on in less developed regions of 
the world. To define migra on, we used transi on data, comparing the detailed informa on on the 
individuals’ current and (self-declared) former administra ve places of residence. In 52 census rounds, 
the former place of residence refers to five-year intervals prior to the enumera on date. For the 24 
country-years in which the informa on refers to the exact year of the last move, we derived comparable 
five-year migra on transi ons. In the remaining nine censuses of the URBDEMO collec on, only one-year 
interval migra on data are available. We simply mul ply the es mated migra on rates by five to ensure 
comparison in the sample (a more elaborated method of transla on of 1-year or last-migra on data into 
5-year transi ons will be developed for the final version of this communica on).  
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Map 1: URBDEMO collec on of countries (in gray) and func onal urban areas (FUAs, in red), 41 
developing countries (spa al extent of FUAs as of 2015). 

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS, OECD 2020. 

The URBDEMO collec on relies on an independent harmoniza on of geographies and residence variables 
over a restricted set of census rounds (in each country) that provide informa on on current and previous 
residence at administra ve levels. Detailed administra ve geographies are indeed key to accurately 
aggregate the census respondents at the agglomera on level and es mate migra on flows across the 
urban hierarchy.  

This was ensured by spa ally matching the administra ve geographies of the censuses to the loca on 
and spa al extent of each urban agglomera on or func onal urban area (FUA). FUAs were defined by the 
European Commission (EC) using an interna onally consistent methodology based on the Global Human 
Se lement Layer (GHSL) of resident popula on at 1km x 1km grid resolu on of the earth, as es mated 
using remote sensing data on popula on and housing units (OECD/European Commission 2020)1. An FUA 
is composed of at least 50 thousand residents spread over a densely populated urban center (e.g., a 
cluster of adjacent 1km x 1km grids with at least 1’500 inhabitants) and its adjacent commu ng areas. 
We assigned a census administra ve unit to a given FUA if at least one half of its inhabited area an/or 
resident popula on (as assessed based on the Global Human Se lement Layer) is spa ally intersec ng 
with the FUA.  

Relying on this defini on of FUAs adapted to administra ve geographies, the URBDEMO collec on 
dis nguishes 1208 dis nct FUAs (out of a the 3385 iden fied in total by the EC in our sample of 
countries; see Map 1). Small FUAs to which any administra ve census unit could be successfully matched, 
as well as ci es with less than 50 thousand inhabitants (for which the spa al extent is not provided by 
the EC), cannot be iden fied in the censuses. We therefore categorize the rural-urban con nuum of the 
remaining na onal territories by regrouping adjacent administra ve units that fall into the same country-

 
1 The EC produced these small-area popula on es mates by redistribu ng the popula on counts disaggregated by 
administra ve areas across 1km x 1km spa al grids of the earth in pro-rata of the density of built-up areas, as 
spo ed from satellite images (including informa on on the spa al extent, the type and height of buildings). 
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specific ter les of the distribu on according to the level of urbaniza on as of GHSL (OECD/European 
Commission 2020).  

We aggregated the enumerated popula on by FUAs and the remaining differen ally urbanized regions as 
of their 2015 borders. Holding constant this urban geography backward in me is crucial for improving 
our es mates of migra on (by avoiding confounding effects related to the reclassifica on of rural into 
urban areas over me), for enabling a robust assessment of temporal trends, and ensuring the 
observa on of the full extent of each agglomera on popula on. 

The URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS, enriched by this urban perspec ve, is used to es mate country- and 
period-specific matrixes of migra on across urban agglomera ons and differen ally urbanized regions. 
Individuals with various types of missing informa on about their former place of residence (i.e., 
completely missing, missing only at the lowest administra ve level, unknown year of last move) were 
redistributed in pro-rata of the respec ve known distribu ons. We then derived descrip ve indicators of 
the migra on system. 

We define the urban hierarchy in each country by a hierarchical classifica on of the four se lement 
types: FUAs and the remaining clusters of highly, intermediate or low urbanized administra ve units. 
Within each of those hierarchal groups, we further rank se lements by decreasing popula on size. We 
use a rela ve (or normalized) measure of the urban hierarchy to ensure interna onal comparison across 
countries characterized by different popula on sizes and various numbers of dis nguishable se lements: 
the rank of each se lement is divided by the total number of dis nct places within a given country. 
Values close to zero indicate top ers within the urban hierarchy, while values equal to unity refer to the 
bo om of the hierarchical distribu on of se lements. 

We exploit the interna onal diversity of the URBDEMO collec on in terms of urbaniza on levels to 
analyze how migra on changes over the different stages of the urban transi on. Migra on trends are 
inves gated across country-year-specific es mates, which are aligned according to the increasing percent 
of the na onal popula on living in urban areas as an index for the process me of the transi on. 
Moreover, seven countries in the URBEMO collec on are observed over two successive censuses, seven 
countries offer three me points, and one country provide four census rounds. Thus, migra on trends 
observed from a cross-sec onal perspec ve of ci es in our 41 countries can be confirmed by the analysis 
of within-country trends over up to four decades. While the sample of countries that have not yet 
reached the threshold of 60% of popula on living in ci es covers all developing regions (as defined by the 
UN), the remaining observa ons come exclusively from La n America and the Caribbean (LAC), which is 
far more urbanized than Asia and Africa. 

Preliminary results 
Figure 1 reunifies all es mated crude rates of three types of internal migra on flows aggregated at the 
country-level: rural-to-urban (from less- and intermediate-urbanized regions to FUAs/more urbanized 
regions), urban-to-rural (the reverse flow), inter-city migra on (between FUAs/highly urbanized regions), 
and movements between rural (less- and intermediate-urbanized) areas. The average trends of migra on 
over the urban transi on are predicted from linear regression model including a polynomial spline 
func on of the na onal percentage urban.  

The results tend to confirm an inverted U-shaped trend in rural-to-urban migra on as countries urbanize. 
However, the peak levels in out-migra on from rural areas are reached rather late in the urbaniza on 
process (when about 75% of the popula on already lives in ci es). The subsequent decline in migra on is 
also mid, indica ng a con nued drain of the rural popula ons in many highly urbanized socie es. 
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The average rate of migra on in the reverse (urban-to-rural) direc on is not significantly different from to 
the rural exodus in early stages of the urban transi on. As the transi ons progresses, however, the level 
declines almost linearly. The over-representa on of sub-Saharan countries among our observa ons at 
early stages of urbaniza on certainly plays a role. There, a high urban-to-rural migra on is frequently 
associated to return movements of previous rural-to-urban migrants, especially in periods of economic 
crises (Beauchemin 2011; Po s 2013). In later stages of urbaniza on (and development), however, 
movements seem to become more permanent, leading to lower urban-to-rural flows.    

Figure 1: Crude rate of rural-to-urban, urban-to-rural and inter-city migra on according to the na onal 
levels of urbaniza on, 41 developing countries, 1970-2017. 

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS data. Note: country-years with 1-year migra on data are 
excluded. 

It is interes ng to note that migra on between FUAs or other highly urbanized regions rises earlier than 
expected over the course of the urban transi on. In countries characterized by an urbaniza on level of 
30%, the intensi es of inter-city and rural-to-urban migra on are almost at par. With increasing levels of 
urbaniza on, inter-city migra on rates remain stable, while rural-to-urban flows con nue to increase 
(before star ng to decrease midly in highly urbanized countries). Thus, migra on between ci es play a 
crucial role from the beginning of the urbaniza on process, rather than only in later stages when the 
urban hierarchy has matured and the pool of poten al migrants from rural areas is shrinking – as 
conjectured by the mobility transi on hypothesis.  
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The intensity of migra on between rural areas, by contrast, is the lowest and remains rather stable over 
me, with only a slightly increasing tendency in very late stages of urbaniza on. 

To be er understand how migra on opportuni es diffuse across the urban hierarchy over me, Figure 2 
shows the rela onship between total out-migra on from dis nct FUAs or differen ally urbanized regions 
and their rela ve ranking within the se lement hierarchy in five countries that span all stages of the 
urban transi on – ranging from Burkina Faso (15% urban in 1996) to Chile (86% urban in 2017). Lower 
values on the horizontal x-axis indicate se lement posi ons at the top of the hierarchy, while higher 
values correspond to the bo om of the hierarchy. There is significant variability in the intensity of 
migra on among places situated at similar levels of the urban hierarchy. Nevertheless, in early stages of 
urbaniza on the out-migra on rates tend to be higher at the top of the se lement hierarchy when 
compared to its bo om. This confirms the crucial role of ci es in the diffusion of migratory behaviors at 
the onset of the urban transi on.   

Figure 2: Crude rate of total out-migra on according to the FUA/urbanized regions’ ranking within the 
urban hierarchy, selected countries at different stages of urbaniza on, 1970-2017. 

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS data. Notes: country names corresponding to the iso2 codes can 
be found in the Appendix; the na onal percentage urban is given next to the country iso2 code and 
census year. 

The strength of this nega ve associa on progressively vanishes over the first half of the urbaniza on 
process. A er half of the popula on is already living in ci es, the rela onship turns posi ve, as 
demonstrated in Colombia 2005 and Chile 2017: the rates of out-migra on are higher at the bo om than 
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at the top of the urban hierarchy, indica ng a large-scale rural exodus. This changing rela onship 
between out-migra on and the se lements’ posi oning within the urban hierarchy is confirmed in our 
full sample of country-years. Figure 3 illustrates the evolu on over the stages of urbaniza on in the 
es mated slopes from country-year-specific regressions of the out-migra on rates on the origin places’ 
rela ve ranking. The linearly fi ed line across all these regression coefficients clearly shows that 
migratory behaviors diffuse from the top ers of the urban hierarchy to the bo om. This is confirmed by 
within-country trends (see the do ed lines connec ng point observa ons), although we also observe 
similar out-migra on rates from all ers of the urban hierarchy in some highly urbanized countries such 
as Chile and Mexico, as well as in Bolivia (where the most recent regression coefficients hoover around 
zero).  

Figure 3: Country-year specific regression coefficients of the ers within the urban hierarchy on the 
intensity of out-migra on, 41 developing countries aligned according to the level of urbaniza on 1970-
2017.  

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS data. Notes: each observa on is indexed by the iso2 country 
code and the census year; a regression slope < 0 (on ver cal y-axis) means higher out-migra on rates 
from top ers of the urban hierarchy, while slopes > 0 indicate higher rates from the bo om; country 
names corresponding to the iso2 codes can be found in the Appendix. 

Next, we are interested in the rela ve importance of out-migra on flows up and down the urban 
hierarchy. Figure 4 plots the place-specific rates of out-migra on up (in blue color) and down (in red) 
according to the rela ve ranking of se lements within the urban hierarchy of five countries than span the 
en re urban transi on. In Uganda in 1991 (when only 11% of the popula on was urban), upward 
movements clearly dominated at the bo om of the urban hierarchy, while downward flows are more 
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important from the top of the urban hierarchy. This general pa ern is also observed in countries that 
reached higher levels of urbaniza on. However, the crossing-points between the fi ed lines predic ng 
upward and downward migra on rates across the urban hierarchy is moving towards the top ers of the 
hierarchy as the urban transi on progresses. In Uganda 1991, the upward movements dominated out-
migra on in origin places situated in the lower half of the urban hierarchy, while downward migra on 
was more important in the upper half of the ranking. In Chile, by contrast, the majority of ci es (80%) 
experience more upward than downward movements. Downward flows dominate only in the top 20% of 
the ranked se lements.  

Figure 4: Crude rate of upward (in blue) and downward (in red) out-migra on across the urban hierarchy 
in five selected developing countries, 1991-2017. 

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS data. Note: country names corresponding to the iso2 codes can 
be found in the Appendix. 

In Figure 5, we plot these crossing points (e.g., the rela ve hierarchical posi on of se lements at which 
the dominant upward movements start to be subs tuted by mainly downward movements) es mated 
for all country-years and aligned according to the stage reached in the urbaniza on process. The trend 
across country-years is summarized by a fi ed regression line from a model including a cubic spline 
func on of the na onal percentage urban. This truly interna onal appraisal confirms that migra on 
increasingly redistributes popula on from the lower ers to the top ers of the se lement hierarchy as 
the urban transi on progresses. This is also evident from country-specific trends (see the do ed lines 
connec ng point observa ons). Thus, a rac ve forces in the primate ci es appear to increase over me, 
rather than decrease as conjectured by the hypothesis of a mobility transi on. 
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Figure 5: Rela ve hierarchical rankings (within the urban hierarchy) at which the predominantly upward 
migra on flows start to be subs tuted by mainly downward movements, 41 developing countries aligned 
according to the na onal percentage urban, 1970-2017. 

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS data. Note: country names corresponding to the iso2 codes can 
be found in the Appendix. Notes: the ver cal y-axis indicates the rela ve ranking of se lements at which 
the country-year-specific fi ed lines of upward and downward migra on according to the hierarchical 
posi oning of se lements cross each other (e.g., the x-axis coordinates of the country-specific crossing 
points in Figure 5 are shown). 

To further assess the a rac veness of different ers of the urban hierarchy over the course of the urban 
transi on, we analyzed the changes in the associa ons between in-migra on rates and the rela ve 
ranking of des na on places. Similar to Figure 3 focusing on out-migra on, Figure 6 shows the 
coefficients from country-year-specific linear models that regress the levels of in-migra on on the 
des na ons’ rela ve ranking within the urban hierarchy. In early stages of urbaniza on, in-migra on is 
highest in the largest FUAs and lowest at the bo om of the hierarchy. This confirms a strong ini al focus 
of migrants on primate ci es.  
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Figure 6: Rela onship between intensity of total in-migra on and the ers of the urban hierarchy 
(regression coefficients) over the stages of urbaniza on, 41 developing countries 1970-2017.  

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS data. Note: country names corresponding to the iso2 codes can 
be found in the Appendix. 

With progress in the urban transi on, the associa on weakens significantly but remains nega ve 
(coefficients reach levels close to zero in highly urbanized countries). The intensity of in-migra on is thus 
more and more equally distributed across to urban hierarchy. As the regional diffusion of development in 
advanced stages of the urban transi on diversifies the urban hierarchy, lower ranked des na ons indeed 
become more a rac ve over me. 

How can we reconcile the quasi-generaliza on of dominant upward migra on from all but the highest 
ranked ers of the urban hierarchy with the homogeniza on of in-migra on levels across the ranked 
se lements over the course of the urban transi on? Although upward migra on becomes more 
generalized, the distance of migra on journeys may change over me. Figure 7 shows the changing 
rela onships (e.g., regression coefficients from country-year specific regressions) between the rate of 
bilateral out-migra on and the distance between the centroids of the origin and des na on places 
(scaled by country to facilitate interna onal comparison). In early stages of the urban transi on, the 
regression slopes were strongly nega ve: the level of out-migra on is higher over shorter than longer 
distances. As the transi on progresses, however, this nega ve rela onship significantly diminishes in 
intensity.  
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Figure 7: Rela onship between intensity of bilateral out-migra on and the scaled distance between origin 
and des na on place (regression coefficients) over the stages of urbaniza on, 41 developing countries 
1970-2017.  

 

Sources: URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS data. Note: country names corresponding to the iso2 codes can 
be found in the Appendix. 

The reduced impact of distance on out-migra on rates is confirmed within countries over me. This is 
par cularly true in urban out-migra on and downward flows (not shown). Hence, intermediate-sized 
ci es appear to become more a rac ve mainly for residents in upper ers of the urban hierarchy, rather 
than for rural-to-urban migrants. This can be explained by conges on effects in central places and be er 
connec vity to other ci es, due to the improvements in transport infrastructure and more intense 
economic interac ons that accompany the regional diffusion of development within countries. 

Tenta ve discussion 
In this descrip ve analysis of the URBDEMO collec on of IPUMS census data, we have tested the 
hypotheses of a mobility transi on and differen al urbaniza on in an unprecedented large sample of 
developing countries including more than 1200 func onal urban areas and 500 differen ally urbanized 
regions. The spa al extent of these se lements cons tu ng the urban hierarchy have been defined 
consistently across space and me by relying on remote sensing data on popula on and the built-up 
environment. Results challenge the main theore cal proposi ons derived from Zelinsky’s and Kontully-
Meyers’ analyses of the urbaniza on process in Western countries over the 19th and 20th centuries.  

Migra on between ci es play a crucial role early in the urbaniza on process, rather than only in 
advanced stages. While theory conjectures an ini al diffusion of migra on from the immediate rural 
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hinterland of primate ci es towards peripheral areas over me, our results suggest that migratory 
behaviors start to emerge in ci es alike. This may be related to the condi ons in which contemporary 
developing countries urbanize and develop economically, when compared to the historical experiences in 
Western countries. Economic growth in developing countries’ ci es is o en triggered from abroad 
through foreign direct investment in a context of hyper-globalisa on, building on a historical legacy of 
colonialism, rather than resul ng from a domes c (endogenous) process of development(Fox and 
Goodfellow 2022). The mode of development also focuses more on the industrial and especially the 
service sectors, rather than on the agricultural sectors. Thus, the take-off phase of development involves 
mainly urban popula ons, who have the incen ves and means (i.e., financial resources and experiences 
in modern urban markets) to adjust their residence loca on to the changing economic geography of 
ci es, as driven by interna onal trade and services. This innova ve mobility behavior is then massively 
diffused into rural popula on in later stages of the urban transi on. 

Rural-to-urban migra on indeed rises over the course of the urban transi on. Yet the rates remain high 
un l late stages of the transi on, at which we observe only mid indica ons for a levelling off. This 
inconsistency with the hypothesis of a mobility transi on can again be related to the exogenously driven 
development in ci es, which con nuously widens rural-urban inequali es in economic opportuni es and 
the availability of public services. Moreover, demographic growth in rural areas of contemporary 
developing countries is higher than in the historical se ngs of Western countries. Due to the 
interna onal diffusion of public health, mortality levels are lower while fer lity levels remained higher, 
thereby leading to a stronger demographic pressure on agricultural land and the func oning of rural 
socie es. Climate change may also undermine rural livelihoods con nuously push people into ci es. The 
massive and unabated rural exodus depletes local services and deters governmental investments, which 
may further mo vate the rural popula on to leave. Thus, migra on may ul mately deplete the en re 
rural popula on, rather than only the young people in the labor force. 

Over the course of the urban transi on, out-migra on up the urban hierarchy exceeds the downward 
flow in increasingly higher ranked sending places. At high levels of urbaniza on, the dominance of 
downward migra on is observed only in top ranked sending se lements, rather than among 
intermediate-sized ci es alike. However, the range of a rac ve des na ons widens over the course of 
urbaniza on, as development diffuses down the urban hierarchy. In-migra on rates were highest at the 
top of the urban hierarchy in early stages of the urban transi on, while in later stages we observe a more 
generalized a rac veness of ci es involving also intermediate-sized and lower ranked ones. While 
Seldon’s (1997) synthesis of many case studies concluded that a persistent development bias towards the 
capital ci es has mo vated migrants in several developing countries to con nuously focus on these 
primate ci es, our results are more in line Stouffer’s (1940) hypothesis of intervening opportuni es. 
Despite an intensifying upward focus of out-migra on over course of the urban transi on, intermediate-
sized and smaller ci es absorb parts of the out-flows that was directed to the top er of the urban 
hierarchy in less urbanized contexts. At the same me, the distances of migra on have increased, 
par cularly among urban out-migrants moving towards be er connected ci es further down the ranking 
of se lements. 

Finally, the intensity of urban-to-rural flows declines over the urbaniza on process. While urban-to-rural 
migra on is usually associated to within city-movements in the context of urban sprawl in Western 
countries, this flow is o en composed of former rural-to-urban migrants’ return movements in 
developing countries situated at early stages of urbaniza on. With further advances in urbaniza on and 
development, rural-to-urban migrants ensure a more permanent basis for urban living. 
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Appendix 
 

Country names and iso2 codes: 

BF Burkina Faso 

BJ Benin 

BO Bolivia 

BR Brazil 

BW Botswana 

CL Chile 

CN China 

CO Colombia 

CR Costa Rica 

CU Cuba 

DO Dominican Republic 

EC Ecuador 

EG Egypt 

GT Guatemala 

HN Honduras 

ID Indonesia 

IN India 

IR Iran 

KE Kenya 

KH Cambodia 

MA Morocco 

ML Mali 

MN Mongolia 

MW Malawi 

MX Mexico 

MY Malaysia 

MZ Mozambique 

NI Nicaragua 

NP Nepal 

PA Panama 

PE Peru 

PH Philippines 

PY Paraguay 

RW Rwanda 

SL Sierra Leone 

SN Senegal 

SR Suriname 

TH Thailand 

TZ Tanzania 

UG Uganada 

UY Uruguay 

VE Venezuela 

VN Vietnam 

ZA South Africa 

 

  



15 
 

References 
Beauchemin, Cris. 2011. “Rural-Urban Migra on in West Africa: Towards a Reversal? Migra on Trends 

and Economic Situa on in Burkina Faso and Côte d’Ivoire.” Popula on, Space and Place 17: 47–
72. 

Bocquier, Philippe, Ashira Menashe-Oren, and Wanli Nie. 2023. “Migra on’s Contribu on to the Urban 
Transi on: Direct Census Es mates from Africa and Asia.” Demographic Research 48 (May): 681–
732. 

Champion, Tony. 2001. “Urbaniza on, Suburbaniza on, Counterurbaniza on and Reurbaniza on.” In 
Handbook of Urban Studies, edited by Ronan Paddison, 143–61. London: SAGE Publica ons. 

Charles-Edwards, Elin, Marint Bell, Aude Bernard, and Yu Zhu. 2017. “Internal Migra on in the Countries 
of Asia: Levels, Ages, and Spa al Impacts.” ADRI Working Paper 2017 (001): 41. 

Chen, Nancy, Paolo Valente, and Hania Zlontnik. 1998. “What Do We Know about Recent Trends in 
Urbaniza on?” In Migra on, Urbaniza on, and Development: New Direc ons and Issues, edited 
by Richard E. Bilsborrow, 59–88. Norwell: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

DeHaas, Hein. 2010. “Migra on and Development: A Theore cal Perspec ve.” Interna onal Migra on 
Review 44 (1): 227–64. 

Farrell, Kyle. 2018. “An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of Nigeria’s Rapid Urban Transi on.” Urban 
Forum 29 (3): 277–98. h ps://doi.org/10.1007/s12132-018-9335-6. 

Fox, Sean, and Tom Goodfellow. 2022. “On the Condi ons of ‘Late Urbanisa on.’” Urban Studies 59 (10): 
1959–80. h ps://doi.org/10.1177/00420980211032654. 

Geyer, Hermanus S., and Thomas Kontuly. 1993. “A Theore cal Founda on for the Concept of Differen al 
Urbaniza on.” Interna onal Regional Science Review 15 (2): 157–77. 

Jiang, Leiwen, Bryan Jones, Deborah Balk, and Brian C. O’Neill. 2022. “The Importance of Reclassifica on 
to Understanding Urban Growth: A Demographic Decomposi on of the United States, 1990–
2010.” Popula on, Space and Place 28 (6): e2562. h ps://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2562. 

Jiang, Leiwen, and Brian O’Neill. 2018. “Determinants of Urban Growth during Demographic and Mobility 
Transi ons: Evidence from India, Mexico, and the US.” Popula on and Development Review 44 
(2): 363–89. 

Lerch, Mathias. 2014. “The Role of Migra on in the Urban Transi on - A Demonstra on from Albania.” 
Demography 51 (4): 1527–50. 

———. 2016. “Internal and Interna onal Migra on across the Urban Hierarchy in Albania.” Popula on 
Research and Policy Review 36 (6): 851–76. 

———. 2020. “Interna onal Migra on and City Growth in the Global South: An Analysis of IPUMS Data 
for Seven Countries, 1992–2013.” Popula on and Development Review 46 (3): 557–82. 
h ps://doi.org/10.1111/padr.12344. 

OECD/European Commission. 2020. Ci es in the World: A New Perspec ve on Urbanisa on | En | OECD. 
Paris: OECD Publishing. h ps://doi.org/10.1787/d0efcbda-en. 

Po s, Deborah. 2013. “Rural-Urban and Urban-Rrual Migra on Flows as Indicators of Economic 
Opportunity in Sub-Saharan Africa: What Do the Data Tell Us?” Migra on Out of Poverty 
Research Programme Consor um Working Paper 9 9. 

Preston, Samuel H. 1979. “Urban Growth in Developing Countries: A Demographic Reappraisal.” 
Popula on and Development Review 5 (2): 195–215. 

Rees, Philip, Mar n Bell, Marek Kupiszewski, Dorota Kupiszewska, Philipp Ueffing, Aude Bernard, Elin 
Charles-Edwards, and John S llwell. 2017. “The Impact of Internal Migra on on Popula on 
Redistribu on: An Interna onal Comparison.” Popula on, Space and Place 23 (6): e2063. 



16 
 

Rodriguez-Vignoli, Jorge. 2017. “Ci es and Migra on in La n America and the Caribbean: Updated 
Es mates of Key Socio-Demographic Effects.” United Na ons Expert Group Mee ng on 
Sustainable Ci es, Human Mobility and Interna onal Migra on UN/POP/EGM/2017/1: 30. 

Skeldon, Ronald. 1997. Migra on and Development, A Global Perspec ve. London: Longman. 
Stouffer, Samuel A. 1940. “Intervening Opportuni es: A Theory Rela ng Mobility and Distance.” Americal 

Sociological Review 5 (6): 845–67. 
United Na ons. 1983. “Metropolitan Migra on and Popula on Growth in Selected Developing Countries, 

1960-1970.” Popula on Bulle n of the United Na ons 1983: 50–62. 
———. 2018. World Urbaniza on Prospects The 2018 Revision. New York: Popula on Division, 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs, United Na ons Secretariat. 
Zelinsky, Wilbur. 1971. “The Hypothesis of the Mobility Transi on.” Geographical Review 61 (2): 219–49. 
 


