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Abstract: Geographical mobility is a well-established trend in European societies, 
and social theorists have put forward the hypothesis that mobility patterns have an 
impact on family trajectories and on their processes of pluralisation and individu-
alisation. Using a life course perspective, the main aim of this article is to provide 
evidence of the impact of geographical mobility on family life in Portuguese soci-
ety. The mobility and family trajectories of three different generations in their early 
adulthood are analysed, with results pointing to a diversity of trajectories as well 
as to relevant connections between mobility variables and family trajectories. The 
article draws on data from a national survey on life trajectories conducted in 2010 
on a representative sample of men and women (n=1,500) from three generations 
(born between 1935 and 1940; 1950 and 1955; and 1970 and 1975; n=500 per gen-
eration). Based on sequence and cluster analyses, we were able to identify seven 
patterns of mobility trajectories and four main types of family trajectories across the 
three generations. These refl ect not only the biographies of individuals within our 
sample, but also the geographical and family changes that have been taking place 
in Portugal over the past few decades. Drawing on multinomial regression analysis, 
the article seeks to disentangle the complex linkages between mobility and family 
trajectories. To this end, we adopted a double angle approach by linking these two 
variables as predictors of each other alongside other key socio-demographic vari-
ables and life course events. The main fi ndings reveal that geographical mobility is 
a signifi cant predictor of family trajectories, even if its effects are dualistic: Mobility 
may work as a facilitator of standardised family trajectories (early transition to par-
enthood, for example), but it also predicts a higher probability of “non-linear” family 
trajectories. On the other hand, family trajectories are weak predictors of mobility 
trajectories. The latter are predicted by variables that refl ect structural constraints, 
such as unemployment, but gender and generation effects also play an important 
role and provide evidence that mobility trajectories are anchored in specifi c historic 
and social contexts. Finally, we were also able to link geographical mobility to in-
dividualisation processes by examining its impact upon specifi c life course events 
related to family and gender relations. 
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1 Introduction

Recent research and discussion about demographic trends and families in Portu-
guese society has led to a consideration of the crucial role of migration in the proc-
esses of modernisation of family dynamics over the last few decades. Theorists of 
modernity and post-modernity establish linkages between the importance of geo-
graphical mobility, in particular during the second half of the twentieth century, and 
the trend towards pluralisation and individualisation in families (e.g. Beck 2000). 
This trend is seen to unfold in various ways. A widely-accepted hypothesis is that 
the accumulation of resources through migration facilitated marriage and family 
formation, leading to a marked increase in the marriage rate during the 1960s and 
1970s (e.g. Wall 2005). However, a second hypothesis is that the opposite effect is 
also pronounced: Migration, in particular male-led emigration or return migration 
from the former Portuguese colonies in Africa – which became independent coun-
tries after the 1974 democratic revolution – or from Europe, may be assumed to 
have a number of disruptive effects on conjugal life, leading to more and more var-
ied transitions in family life (separation and divorce, lone parenthood, living alone). 
Therefore, a third assumption is that geographical mobility may also lead to indi-
vidual autonomy, facilitating not only more egalitarian gender roles in the family, in 
particular the participation of women in the labour market, but also a stronger focus 
on the postponement of family formation or the transition to parenthood.

Drawing on a life course approach, the main aim of this article is therefore to 
provide more systematic research evidence on the impact of geographical mobility 
– defi ned in this paper as migration1 – on family life. On the basis of a national sur-
vey on the life course in Portuguese society,2 we sought to describe geographical 
mobility patterns of three different generations and analyse the interconnections 
between the latter and individuals’ family trajectories. The article’s main concern 
is to examine the extent to which geographical mobility is indeed related to indi-
viduals’ family lives, to identify the specifi c effects of mobility on family trajectories 
and to assess whether these effects are the same across social and historical time. 

1 Geographical mobility includes not only migration but also other forms of mobility, such as 
commuting or overnighting. See, for instance, Limmer and Schneider 2008.

2 The “Family trajectories and social networks: the life course in an intergenerational perspec-
tive” project is funded by the Portuguese Science Foundation and coordinated by Karin Wall at 
the Institute of Social Sciences (2008-2011). This article derives from this larger research project 
on family trajectories and social networks in Portugal, the main aims of which are to reconsti-
tute the life trajectories of individuals from different generations through a multidimensional 
approach to the life course, which combines different spheres and aspects: family life (co-
residence, conjugality/partnerships and parenthood), educational and professional trajectories, 
residential and geographical mobility.
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Our particular emphasis on historical time was key to our choice of three specif-
ic groups of individuals, each of which experienced major historical changes and 
social disruptions, even turmoil, across their life courses. Therefore, we perceive 
birth cohorts as generations, which entail a common historical location and also 
the experience of a common subjectivity (Mannheim 1952 [1927]) propelled by the 
massive societal transformations that occurred in Portuguese society (e.g. Kertzer 
1983). As Alwin and McCammon (2003) note, generations and cohorts are concepts 
often used interchangeably in spite of their different meanings. A distinction should 
however be made here. Both focus on the location of individuals in a given historical 
time, but by resorting to the idea of “a generation”, we wish to underline not only 
the strength of history as an external constraint, but importance is also given to 
the shared biographical experiences that moulded both the potential life courses 
of individuals and the ways in which they have constructed specifi c and relatively 
similar worldviews (e.g. Eyerman/Turner 1998; Corsten 1999). Although generations 
are widely discussed and often criticised because of their lack of objectivity, when 
compared to the concept of cohort, we agree with White (1992), who stresses that 
cohorts should only be interpreted as generations when they subjectively show 
suffi cient coherence. In the Portuguese case, and in this analysis, our methodologi-
cal strategy was designed to reconstruct generations by taking into account both 
structural constraints and signifi cant subjective experiences (e.g. living under an 
authoritarian regime; experiencing a democratic revolution in 1974; living in condi-
tions of political freedom and economic growth).

All in all, by exploring and comparing the life courses of three different historical 
generations, we expect to convey additional knowledge on the inter-connections 
between geographical mobility and family life. Bearing this in mind, it is necessary 
to connect family and biographical time to social and historical time (Elder 1985, 
1994), as well as to examine the main factors infl uencing each generation of indi-
viduals (Mayer 2004). Our methodological strategy therefore implies combining a 
macro approach (which places life trajectories and transitions in wider generational 
and social contexts) and a micro approach (centred on the individual), which may 
allow us to observe the fl ow of diversifi ed biographies in each generation (Elder et 
al. 2003).

The article is divided into four parts. The fi rst briefl y describes the main migra-
tion fl ows in Portuguese society over the last few decades. The second examines 
the life trajectories of individuals across the three generations included in the study, 
focusing in particular on patterns of geographical mobility, their intrinsic charac-
teristics, and the main types of family trajectories. The third draws on multinomial 
logistic regression analyses to examine the connection between individuals’ geo-
graphical trajectories and family trajectories. Geographical mobility is considered 
both as an independent variable, which is expected to exert a number of effects 
upon family life, and as a dependent variable. Through this double analytical strat-
egy, we seek not only to test our main hypothesis – e.g. the impact of geographi-
cal mobility on family trajectories – but also to identify the factors that lie behind 
mobility events throughout the life course. In the fourth section, we examine the 
relationships between geographical mobility and a number of key events related 
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to the process of individualisation (ranging from living alone or as a lone parent to 
having gone through a divorce). This analysis will allow us to explore the effects of 
geographical mobility upon particular key life course events and stages, which are 
of paramount importance for testing the hypothesis that geographical mobility has 
also been a driver of individualisation, even if its role in promoting entry into con-
jugal and parental life is anticipated in our study. Our main goal is thus to assess, 
from a variety of angles, the extent to which geographical trajectories – which can 
be of intense mobility or, on the contrary, of immobility across the life course – have 
had a real impact on family patterns over time and across generations, and also to 
single out the specifi c effects that may be associated with the dynamics of family 
life in each generation.

2 Geographical mobility and family life in Portuguese society: an 
historical overview

Since the end of the nineteenth century, geographical mobility has been a major 
structural process of change in Portuguese society, leaving indelible marks both 
on the lives of all of those who have been through the experience of migration and 
on the organisation of social and family life. Migration is not a recent fact, deriving 
mainly from contemporary globalisation processes, but rather a phenomenon with a 
long history, thereby representing one of the key forces of change in Portuguese so-
ciety during the twentieth century (Wall 1982; Arroteia 1983; Rocha-Trindade 1984; 
Serrão 1985; Peixoto 1999, among others). Economic as well as social, religious and 
political factors have been the main drivers of emigration and the large Portuguese 
Diaspora in the fi ve continents. However, the patterns of Portuguese migration have 
gone through important changes over time.

In the fi rst half of the twentieth century, Portuguese emigrants were mainly part 
of the intercontinental fl ows that had their roots in the previous century, and which 
have contributed over time to the development of individualisation processes, as 
well as transforming traditional societies with familialistic regimes into increasingly 
conjugalist and individualistic societies, as Norbert Elias (1993) has noted. Brazil, Ar-
gentina, Venezuela, among other South American countries, and the US, alongside 
Canada, were the most important destination countries for migration. The poor liv-
ing conditions and the lack of opportunities for job mobility led thousands of people 
to look for a better life abroad, a tendency that increased strongly after the Second 
World War and particularly in the 1960s, when a three-front colonial war exhausted 
the already scarce resources of the impoverished rural areas of the country.

Countering the earlier transcontinental fl ows of emigrants, the migration pat-
terns of the second half of the twentieth century developed along three main lines: 
emigration, internal migration and immigration. Emigration being the fi rst signifi -
cant trend, offi cial statistics show that around 1.5 million individuals left Portugal 
between 1958 and 1974. Some went to the Portuguese African colonies (particularly 
after 1961, paradoxically the year when the national liberation wars against Portu-
guese rule began in those territories), but most of them emigrated within Europe, 
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mainly to France but also to Germany and Luxembourg. Emigration declined gradu-
ally during the 1970s, due not only to the economic crisis of 1973 but also to the 
political changes in Portugal, namely the 1974 military coup that overthrew the dic-
tatorial political regime of the Estado Novo, which lasted for nearly fi fty years. In the 
1980s and 1990s, individuals continued to head for a number of European countries, 
particularly Switzerland, Germany and Luxembourg (Silva 1992; Marques 2008). A 
second major trend was internal migration, mainly from rural areas to the cities. Un-
til the 1950s, most of the Portuguese population was in the primary sector, but new 
job opportunities started to be available in the industrial sector during the 1960s 
and 1970s. Entire families moved to the rapidly-developing urban areas in search of 
a better standard of living. This represented a movement from the rural hinterland 
to the coastal and increasingly urbanised areas and cities, a geographical pattern 
of mobility that is refl ected in the country’s regional outline. The exodus from rural 
society was one of the most signifi cant processes of change in Portuguese society, 
and its impact on family life follows closely the patterns that Shorter (1995) has 
described so well in his The Making of the Modern Family. Immigration has been a 
third major trend. However, compared to its long emigration history, Portugal has 
only recently become a country of immigration. The most important phenomenon 
after 1974 was the return of the colonial settlers in Africa (Pires  et al. 1987). With de-
colonisation, nearly half a million people arrived in Portugal and had to be integrated 
into a new, but still frail, democratic society. In the 1980s, some of those who had 
worked for several years in France or other European countries also came home, 
normally after retiring from active work. And lastly, from the mid-eighties onwards, 
Portugal began to see an increasing and diversifi ed fl ow of immigrant workers, fi rst 
from Brazil, and then from other sending countries in the late 1990s (Ukraine, Molda-
via, Russia, Romania, China, Pakistan and India) (Pires 2002; Baganha et al. 2004).

These major migration fl ows were permeated by different gender dynamics 
and family strategies. The early intercontinental fl ows were mainly a case of family 
mobility, with both members of the couple and their offspring leaving the country 
together to the Americas or to the Portuguese former colonies. Most families left 
Portugal with a lifelong project. In this sense, for quite a few of the “returnees”, the 
return from Africa represented a major disruptive turning point in their lives, lead-
ing them to a forced reorganisation of family and work. The same long-term family-
based rationale can be applied to the thousands who migrated from rural to urban 
areas. On the other hand, the typical male breadwinner emigration, where the man 
leaves his family behind, has been linked to intra-European geographical mobility. 
Nonetheless, family reunion became more common from the mid-1960s onwards 
(Arroteia 2001). This trend is well expressed not only in the increase in the number 
of female emigrants – 40,0 percent in 1966; 40.8 percent in 1967 and 53.5 percent in 
1968 – but also in the age structure of those who left the country. At this time, a sig-
nifi cant proportion of the emigrant population was made up of children below the 
age of 14. In spite of a certain predominance of the male adult and a low-qualifi ed 
model of emigration, family reunion became increasingly important.

In spite of its importance in the restructuring of social stratifi cation and family 
patterns, Portuguese migration still lacks a more extensive analysis, particularly 
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regarding the impact of migration on family life. Moreover, a model that integrates 
a life course perspective is still a task to be undertaken and a theoretical problem 
to be tackled in the empirical study of Portuguese society (e.g. Kulu/Milewski 2007; 
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions 2005; 
Green/Canny 2003; Geist/McManus 2008). Little is known about the interconnec-
tions between migration fl ows and the organisation of family life, even though there 
are a number of studies that point to the existence of different migration patterns.

3 Data and methods

Data for analysis of geographical and family trajectories is taken from a national 
survey conducted in 2010 and based on a representative sample of men and women 
(n=1,500) belonging to three different generations (born between 1935 and 1940; 
1950 and 1955; and 1970 and 1975; n=500 per generation). The sample corresponds 
to a stratifi ed probability sample of Portuguese men and women residing in the 
country (Response rate equals 60 percent and overall sampling error corresponds 
to ± 2.5 percent; α = 0.05). Foreigners and individuals with mental or physical dis-
abilities were deemed to be ineligible. Interviews were conducted by a group of 
trained interviewers in the respondents’ households following the PAPI method.

Our three-generation sample was built in accordance with key principles of the 
life course theory, as defi ned by Elder (1994). From this perspective, we consider 
that individuals can become active agents of their own life course. Individuals’ bi-
ographies are simultaneously defi ned by the context in which they live, and by the 
ways in which they are able to shape and act upon the different external constraints 
and opportunities available to them in a given historical context. Therefore, the life 
course approach allowed us to take into consideration both macro and micro vari-
ables in the analysis of individuals’ geographical mobility and family trajectories 
across generations. Furthermore, in accordance with recent developments in life 
course analysis (Abbott 2001; Sapin et al. 2007), we have adopted an inductive 
methodological strategy that allows monitoring the sequence of events that are a 
constituent of each individual’s biography rather than deriving all the possible range 
and variety of life courses from the historical environment in which individuals lived 
and were socialised. However, we still grant a key role to historical processes inso-
far as macro-social changes set the constraints suffered by, and also the opportuni-
ties available to, each generation of individuals.

In line with this view, our three-generation sample refl ects major historical proc-
esses that took place in Portuguese society and have marked men’s and women’s 
biographies. The fi rst group of individuals represents a generation born before 
World War II and raised in the heyday of Salazar’s right-wing authoritarian and co-
lonialist regime of the Estado Novo (1926-1974). The second generation is the post-
war generation, which entered adult life in the late 1960s, during the fi nal period of 
the authoritarian regime. This middle generation lived through the troubled times 
of the transition to democracy, also undergoing the impact of the major changes 
that occurred in economic, social, political and cultural structures. Finally, the third 
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generation represents an age group that entered adult life in the post-EU-accession 
period. The beginning of the 1990s was a time of stabilisation and consolidation in 
terms of the massive social changes that had shaken Portuguese society in earlier 
decades.

The analysis of geographical and family trajectories across and within genera-
tions implied three important methodological procedures:

First, with regard to intergenerational comparison, our analysis of both geo-
graphical and family trajectories across the three generations considers individu-
als’ life courses from age 18 to age 35. This procedure was necessary in order to 
compare the generations over a similar life period (longitudinally), that is early adult-
hood. On the other hand, it should be noted that we are simultaneously dealing with 
biographical events (for instance, the number of times a given individual moved 
from one geographical location to another in this age period) and with generational 
differences across historical time. Closely following key tenets of life course theory, 
these two angles of analysis should be taken into account in the interpretation of 
the results of our study.

Secondly, in order to reconstitute geographical mobility trajectories, we took 
into account a number of biographical variables (for instance, the occurrence of 
migration, the number of migration movements, the timing of mobility) and identi-
fi ed the geographical locations in which each individual resided every single year 
between the ages of 18 and 35. Moreover, it should be mentioned that to capture 
geographical trajectories, we focused on “residential” mobility and took as an ele-
mentary variable the place of residence (the “municipality” of residence in Portugal 
or, if abroad, the country of residence). Locations were therefore classifi ed in ac-
cordance with a number of combined criteria: the “number of inhabitants” in each 
municipality, proximity/distance from the coast, urbanisation density and country.3 
Nine categories were used: Rural Inland, Rural Coast, Urban Inland, Urban Coast, 
Suburban, Major Cities, Colonies, Europe and Rest of the World. All the individuals 
in the sample were included in this analysis, whether they experienced geographi-
cal mobility or not. As a result, this procedure allowed us to observe geographical 
trajectories from different angles: the mobility or immobility of individuals through-
out the biographical period of early adulthood and the changes from generation 
to generation. We were able to capture the internal exodus from rural regions to 
densely-populated urban areas as well as the emigration fl ows to and from Euro-
pean countries, non-European countries and the former Portuguese colonies. How-
ever, it should be noted that our methodological option revealed geographical tra-
jectories at the intersection of two different criteria: the mobility or immobility of 

3 The National Statistical Institute Nomenclature of Units for Territorial Statistics (NUTS3) was 
used to classify each location in terms of Inland vs. Coastal. All locations situated in a NUTs bor-
dering or less than 20 km from the coast, were labelled Coastal, others being Inland. Regarding 
urbanisation density, the cities of Lisbon and Porto were classifi ed as Major Cities; locations in 
the metropolitan areas of larger cities were classifi ed as Suburbs; Cities outside metropolitan 
areas of larger cities were classifi ed as Urban; other locations in Portugal were classifi ed as 
Rural; the remaining locations are self-explanatory.



•    Karin Wall, Sofia Aboim, Vasco Ramos, Cátia Nunes348

individuals, thereby drawing a distinction between those who “stayed” and those 
who “moved”, and the geography of residence in contrasting social environments 
(such as rural versus urban).

Thirdly, family trajectories were reconstituted by analysing household living ar-
rangements. As above, data were organised sequentially by considering, for each 
individual, all the changes in living arrangements from ages 18 to 35. Fourteen pos-
sible confi gurations where chosen, namely: living with one parent; living with both 
parents (with or without siblings); living only with siblings; living with other kin; 
living with parents and other kin; living only with non-kin; living with parents and 
step-parents; living as a couple; living as a couple with children; living as a couple 
with children and others; living as a couple and with others; living as a lone parent; 
living as a lone parent with others; and living alone.

Our analytical strategy followed a three-step pathway:
Firstly, we identifi ed two types of life trajectories for the three generations: fami-

ly and mobility trajectories. The optimal matching method (e.g. Gauthier et al. 2009) 
was the main statistical tool used in this fi rst procedure. Data on trajectories was 
therefore analysed using the TraMineR package for Sequence Analysis in R software 
(Gabadinho et al. 2008; Ritschard et al. 2008). In accordance with this method, each 
trajectory was sorted and analysed as a whole in order to characterise its evolution 
in each generation. Following this procedure, mobility and family trajectories were 
clustered using an agglomerative clustering algorithm (Ward’s method). Since our 
purpose was to identify the common types of trajectories, the clustering procedure 
was carried out for the whole sample. The types of trajectories will be described in 
the section below.

A second key analytical step focused on the complex interconnections between 
geographical and family trajectories. Multinomial regression4 procedures enabled 
us to measure the impact of different patterns of mobility on family life. Although 
we consider this as our key hypothesis, we also used an additional multinomial 
regression to test the inverse statistical connection in order to fi nd out to what 
degree family life, among other factors, could also exert an infl uence on mobility 
trajectories. This procedure allowed us to identify the main factors that predict the 
likelihood of having a particular type of mobility trajectory. Through this approach, 
we took into account the timing of events and their sequential order over the life 
course: That is to say, family dynamics may be drivers of mobility at earlier stages 
of the life course while also being affected by geographical mobility later on. To sum 
up, we analysed the impact of geographical mobility on the family, but also set out 
to portray the inverse connection, that is the ways in which certain family and work 
events may function as drivers for mobility in the three contrasting generations.

4 The multinomial logistic regression model is a generalisation of the binary logistic regression 
model. The dependent variable in this model corresponds to a nominal variable with three or 
more categories. The results are interpreted by taking into consideration a reference category 
of the dependent variable, which can be previously defi ned in the model (Menard 2002).
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We included a number of key variables in our regression models. Alongside the 
types of geographical and family trajectories, we measured the predictive infl uence 
exerted by generational and gender coordinates, the impact of schooling careers 
and, most importantly, the effect of certain events and life stages linked to employ-
ment trajectories. The number of years of unemployment was also included in the 
regression models due to the paramount importance often attributed to unemploy-
ment as a key trigger of emigration (e.g. Massey 1988).

Finally, in a last step, the aim was to record the effects of mobility trajectories on 
individualisation processes by taking into consideration a few specifi c life course 
events and experiences, such as living alone, childlessness, divorce or lone parent-
hood. The analysis of these biographical events was important in order to examine, 
in another light and from a different methodological perspective, the hypothesis 
that links geographical mobility to individualisation processes in family life.

4 Results

4.1 Geographical mobility and family trajectories

The cluster analysis that resulted from the optimal matching procedures enabled 
us to identify, for the three generations in our sample, seven clusters of geographi-
cal mobility among young adults aged between 18 and 35 (see Fig. 1 and Table 1). 
These seven types of geographical trajectories reveal the location of residence of 
different individuals as well as the intensity of mobility5 that defi nes the trajectories 
clustered in each of the seven types. As a result, we measured two crucial proc-
esses that cut across generations by both analysing the mobility of people in their 
biographies and putting forward key changes in the geographical organisation of 
Portugal over the past few decades.

The fi rst cluster revealed by the analysis, namely the suburban type, includes 
mainly individuals who found themselves in the outskirts of Lisbon and Porto – the 
two major Portuguese cities – during their early adulthood. These individuals (in to-
tal 22 percent of the sample) may either always have lived in suburban areas around 
Lisbon or Porto or migrated from the city to its outskirts at some point in their lives. 
Although this cluster has a high proportion in the younger generation, the biograph-
ical movement of migration from the “big cities” to the surrounding suburban areas 
is more visible among individuals from the older generation. On average, older indi-
viduals lived nearly 3 years in the city and 13 years in the suburbs. In the middle and 
younger generations, the average period of residence in the city decreases (to less 
than 2 years), with individuals having spent most of their young adulthood in sub-
urban areas. However, in spite of the generational differences that cut across this 
pattern (which increased considerably in the middle and younger generations, with 

5 5.2 percent of individuals experienced mobility between ages 18 and 35. This means that 64.8 
percent of individuals in our sample did not experience mobility in this period of their lives.
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Fig. 1: Trajectories of geographical mobility (under 19 to under 36 years), by 
cluster*
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* Participants were asked for their place of residence between ages 18 and 35. The origi-
nal categories are: Europe, Former Colonies, Major Cities, Rest of the World, Rural 
Coast, Rural Inland, Suburban, Urban Coast and Urban Inland. The clustering resulted 
in 7 major trajectories.

Source: “Family Trajectories and Social Networks” Project, Portugal 2010
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Tab. 1: Clusters of geographical mobility by generation and gender (%) 

 Total Generation Generation Generation 
  1935-1940 1950-1955 1970-1975 
Cluster M F Total M F Total M F Total M F Total 

Suburban 21.5 22.4 22.0 17.5 18.3 17.9 23.1 23.5 23.4 23.3 24.5 24.1 
Major Cities 9.5 15.1 12.9 15.8 19.8 18.2 10.4 16.3 13.9 2.9 10.3 7.5 
Rural Inland 9.5 11.1 10.5 12.0 16.7 14.8 9.9 10.5 10.2 6.8 7.3 7.1 
Rural Coast 7.8 6.0 6.7 9.8 8.0 8.7 9.9 5.2 7.1 3.9 5.2 4.7 
Urban Inland 18.3 16.1 17.0 13.7 16.7 15.5 15.6 14.4 14.9 25.2 17.3 20.3 
Urban Coast 26.8 24.6 25.5 23.0 17.1 19.5 23.6 24.2 23.9 33.5 30.9 31.9 
Colonies, Europe 
and Beyond 6.7 4.7 5.5 8.2 3.4 5.4 7.5 5.9 6.6 4.4 4.5 4.5 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

Chi2 (6) = 16.01,  
p < 0.05;  

Cramer’s V = 0.10 

Chi2 (6) = n.s. Chi2 (6) = n.s. Chi2 (6) = 14.08,  
p < 0.001; 

Cramer’s V = 0.16 

 Inter-generational comparison: Chi2 (12) = 70.25, p < 0.001; Cramer’s V = 0.15 

Source: “Family Trajectories and Social Networks” Project, Portugal 2010
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nearly a quarter of the individuals residing in the suburbs of Lisbon and Porto), a 
slow but steady movement into the suburbs started in the older generation. Coming 
from rural areas to major cities, some of the older people in our sample had moved 
to the outskirts of the city at some point in their young adulthood, initiating a trend 
that gained pace over the succeeding decades and generations. The increase of this 
pattern in the middle generation can be easily related, in the Portuguese case, with 
the golden period of migration to the industrial belts that surrounded Lisbon and 
Porto, which took place from the late 1960s onwards. In the younger generation, the 
lower housing costs in the suburbs have perhaps led many to stay or move to sub-
urban areas. This pattern is heavily infl uenced by generation effects, which reveal 
key trends of geographical reorganisation over the last few decades, in particular 
the emptying of larger cities and the corresponding transfer of people into the sub-
urbs. All in all, nearly 40 percent of the individuals in this cluster have changed their 
place of residence at least once between the ages of 18 and 35.

The second cluster covers individuals who lived in the two major Portuguese cit-
ies (Lisbon and Porto) for most of their early adulthood. In the middle and younger 
generation, this period amounts, on average, to 16 years of residence in the city 
between the ages of 18 and 35. A slightly different pattern characterises the older 
generation. Among older individuals (who lived, on average, 14 years in the city), 
this pattern comprises a greater proportion of people migrating after age 18 from 
the rural areas of the country and also from smaller cities along the coast. In fact, 57 
percent of these individuals have had at least one episode of geographical mobil-
ity in their early adulthood, whereas a similar pattern includes only 27 percent of 
men and women in the younger generation. The major cities were, after all, a key 
internal migration destination for those who left rural areas, particularly in the older 
generation. Indeed, while 18 percent of individuals in the older generation lived in 
major cities, this percentage falls dramatically in the younger generation to only 7.5 
percent of the interviewees in our sample.

On the other hand, there are two clusters of geographical mobility comprising 
individuals who spent their early adulthood in rural areas: the rural coast and the 
rural inland. Both patterns reveal a very low degree of geographical mobility, with 
individuals spending most of their lives, between the ages of 18 and 35, in the same 
residential areas (on average 16 years for all three generations). However, even if 
we can consider these types as rather immobile when we look at the biographies 
of individuals, an inter-generational comparison reveals a very different scenario. 
From this latter perspective, both types show a strong decrease, even if the pace 
of change is slightly different for each type. While the rural coast cluster has been 
shown to decrease particularly in the younger generation, the rural inland cluster 
clearly fell from the older to the middle generation, thus revealing the speed of the 
rural exodus that took place in Portuguese society from the 1960s onwards.

Our analysis revealed two other patterns which include individuals living in ur-
ban areas, or more accurately, in smaller cities, whether these urban conglomera-
tions are located along the coast – the urban coast cluster – or inland – the urban 
inland cluster. The latter is clearly more mobile (with individuals living on average 
15 years in inland urban areas), particularly in the older and middle generations, 
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when many individuals moved from inland rural areas to more urban environments. 
In fact, nearly 40 percent of these individuals have experienced at least one episode 
of geographical mobility in their early adulthood. But, most importantly, it is across 
generations that we see the clear-cut trends that make both these clusters very 
different from the former two. While the rural patterns have decreased consider-
ably, the urban types are, by contrast, more signifi cant among the younger genera-
tion. As before, however, the generational comparison does show different growth 
trends for each pattern. The urban coast cluster − which corresponds to medium-
sized towns located along the coastal strip, particularly in areas north of Lisbon and 
in the Algarve – has steadily increased across the generations (from 19.5 percent 
in the older generation to 23.9 percent in the middle generation, and fi nally to 31.9 
percent in the younger generation). In terms of moves from one location to another, 
this is also the less mobile pattern, with only 24.3 percent of individuals undergoing 
an episode of geographical mobility. Following a different trend, the inland urban 
cluster slightly decreases from the older to the middle generation and then displays 
signifi cant growth in the younger generation. In short, while the concentration of 
people in towns located along the urban coastal area refl ects the enduring urbanisa-
tion of the coastal regions (littoralisation), the movement to inland cities can be seen 
as a more recent phenomenon in Portuguese society (Ferrão 2002).

The last cluster, which we named former colonies, Europe and beyond, covers 
the group of individuals who have emigrated, leaving or entering Portugal at least 
once in their early adulthood. Whether heading for or returning from the former Por-
tuguese colonies in Africa, Europe or other continents, 82 percent of the individu-
als in this cluster have a biographical profi le of geographical mobility. Overall, this 
pattern represents 5.5 percent of the respondents in the three-generation sample. 
From a generational perspective, this emigration pattern increases in the middle 
generation (6.6 percent) and drops to a lower percentage (4.5 percent) in the young-
er generation. However, an analysis that takes gender differences within each gen-
eration into account enables us to stress the importance of male migration when 
describing this pattern. If we analyse male emigration on its own, the generational 
fl ow is slightly different. The percentage of men who emigrated is higher in the 
older generation (those born between 1935 and 1940) than in the middle generation 
(8.2 and 7.5 percent, respectively). The trend is quite different in the case of women, 
(see Table 1). The destination countries also differ from generation to generation. In 
the older generation, individuals (and men particularly) emigrated to the former Por-
tuguese colonies from age 18 to age 35 (they lived in Africa for an average of about 
7.5 years). Emigration to Europe is much more pronounced in the middle generation 
(those born between 1950 and 1955): Individuals in this generation lived in a foreign 
European country for about 9.5 years. The most common movement in the younger 
generation is that of return to Portugal, whether coming from the former colonies 
or from Europe. In many cases, these men and women move to suburban areas of 
Lisbon and Porto (where they live for an average of about 3 years). Altogether, a 
generational reading of this pattern is needed to further our understanding of Portu-
guese emigration fl ows: mainly to Africa in the late 1950s and early 1960s and then 
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to Europe, a migration trend that lasted until the 1980s and, as expected, has been 
a marker of the middle generation’s geographical life course.

All in all, a generational comparison of these seven clusters shows that in the 
older generation there was greater movement from rural areas to urban locations or 
even to Africa and Europe. In this generation, 42 percent of the individuals have ex-
perienced at least one episode of geographical mobility, which is a higher percent-
age than those of the other two generations. The percentage of mobile individuals 
is also high in the middle generation (40 percent), whereas the decrease is quite 
marked in the younger generation, with only 29 percent of individuals experiencing 
geographical mobility (data not shown). We may thus characterise the older gen-
eration according to the strength of the rural exodus which most men and women 
experienced when seeking a better life in the urban areas of the country. The middle 
generation, as mentioned above, is characterised by a higher rate of geographical 
mobility in the case of men, a higher percentage of whom emigrated mainly to Eu-
rope. Although a few individuals in this generation returned from the Portuguese 
colonies after the 1974 revolution, European emigration and the continuous exodus 
from rural areas to urban locations is paramount for those born between 1950 and 
1955. It is well known that these migration processes contributed to the concentra-
tion of the Portuguese population in coastal and urban areas. As a result, and as 
anticipated, the younger generation, raised far from the already desertifi ed rural 
inland, is considerably less mobile. Even so, the younger generation is marked by a 
major geographical movement, suburbanisation, which increases noticeably, thus 
reinforcing a trend already visible in the middle generation.

Family trajectories, the second key variable in our analysis, were clustered into 
four main types (see Fig. 2 and Table 2). A predominant family trajectory (early pa-
rental, 45.1 percent in total) is linked to the prevalence of the nuclear family, through 
an early transition to conjugality and a very short interval between the beginning 
of a partnership and the arrival of the fi rst child. In the older generation, individuals 
entered conjugal life at age 22 on average, in the middle generation at age 21.6 and 
in the younger generation at age 21. The fi rst child was also born a year later on 
average. There is practically no childlessness in this cluster, and the same can be 
said of divorce or living as a single parent. This biographical pattern is quite similar 
for the three generations. The early parental trajectory is nonetheless subject to 
generational effects. While this cluster included half of the individuals in the older 
generation (49.8 percent) and was even more predominant in the middle generation 
(53.3 percent), it decreases considerably in the younger generation, with only one-
third of individuals matching this type. Gender differences are pronounced across 
the three generations: More women than men follow an early parental trajectory.

In a second family trajectory, the extended parental, there is also very early entry 
into conjugal and parental life, following a pattern quite similar to the one described 
above. In each generation, the timings of the beginning of the conjugal and parental 
life stages are the same, with all couples having at least one child. The main differ-
ence is that rather than matching a nuclear family pattern, this cluster describes a 
couple which is part of an extended living arrangement, in which others (mostly 
kin) are also found. However, if we combine the two clusters together, since they 
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Fig. 2: Family trajectories (under 19 to under 36 years), by cluster
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both involve an early start to the conjugal and parental stages of the life course, 
early parental patterns become even more signifi cant. In the middle generation, the 
sum of these two family trajectories reveals that 64 percent of couples were able to 
start and raise a family at a very early age, whether living in a nuclear or extended 
family arrangement. Most likely, the historic opportunities generated by the expan-
sion of industry and the economic development that marked the 1960s in Portugal, 
alongside migration as a catalyst for access to fi nancial resources, allowed people 
to adopt a more standardised pattern of family life. In this generation, only one-third 
of individuals failed to follow this type of trajectory. The contrast with the younger 
generation is clear-cut: In this later generation, more than 60 percent of the individu-
als did not experience the early parental trajectory.

In the third cluster (delayed parental), which is still characterised by the predomi-
nance of the nuclear family, there are some signifi cant differences. On the one hand, 
couple formation occurs later in life. Couples in all three generations start living 
together at around age 26 on average. On the other hand, the gap between the start 
of the partnership and the arrival of the fi rst child is longer. Once again, in all three 
generations parenthood occurs, on average, at around age 28, and in many cases 
even later. Couples wait longer to have children. This pattern represented close to 
one in every four cases in the older generation, amounting to only 21 percent in the 
middle generation. In the younger generation, the delayed parental trajectory cov-
ers 32.3  percent of individuals, although gender differences are also a durable trend 
which has to be taken into account. In the younger generation, 42.2 percent of men 
follow a delayed parental trajectory, as against only 26.1 percent of women.

Our fourth and fi nal family trajectory covers 21.4 percent of individuals from all 
three generations in the sample. It corresponds to what we have labelled non-linear 
trajectories, and clusters together a greater diversity of family trajectories. If we 
take all three generations into account, we fi nd a clear breakdown in this pattern: 
half the individuals (and nearly 55 percent in the younger generation) did not have 
children between the ages of 18 and 35. We are therefore describing a large group 

Tab. 2: Clusters of family trajectories by generation and gender (in %)
 

 Total Generation Generation Generation 
  1935-1940 1950-1955 1970-1975 
Cluster M F Total M F Total M F Total M F Total 

Early Parental 36.1 51.1 45.1 42.6 54.8 49.8 42.0 61.1 53.3 24.3 38.8 33.2 
Extended Parental 5.8 8.3 7.3 6.0 7.6 7.0 9.0 11.8 10.6 2.4 5.8 4.5 
Delayed Parental 35.4 20.0 26.2 33.9 18.6 24.9 30.2 14.7 21.0 42.2 26.1 32.3 
Non-linear 22.6 20.6 21.4 17.5 19.0 18.4 18.9 12.4 15.1 31.1 29.4 30.0 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

 

Chi2 (3) = 54.37,  
p < 0.01; 

Cramer’s V = 0.19

Chi2 (3) = 13.80,  
p < 0.01; 

Cramer s V = 0.18 

Chi2 (3) = 27.25,  
p < 0.001;  

Cramer s V = 0.23 

Chi2 (3) = 21.59,  
p < 0.001;  

Cramer’s V = 0.20

 Inter-generational comparison: Chi2 (6) = 83.77; p < 0.001, Cramer’s V = 0.17 

Source: “Family Trajectories and Social Networks” Project, Portugal 2010
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of people who are childless. And even if most of these individuals have experienced 
a conjugal partnership, the percentage of those who stayed single is much higher 
than in other family trajectories: 14 percent for the older and the middle genera-
tions and 25 percent for the younger generation. Between the ages of 18 and 35, 
a signifi cant percentage of the individuals in this pattern have also lived alone at a 
certain point in their lives: 22 percent in the older generation, 33 percent in the mid-
dle generation, and 52 percent in the younger generation. Separation and divorce 
are also more common events, ranging from 13 percent in the older generation to 
20 percent in the middle and 32 percent in the younger generation. Taken together, 
though the majority of these individuals have embarked on conjugal life, they have 
remained childless in many cases and have followed less stable trajectories, fre-
quently living alone, divorcing, or living in single parent families. As anticipated, this 
pattern is more signifi cant among the younger generation (30 percent). The middle 
generation, where we found a higher degree of conjugal and parental standardisa-
tion, has the lowest percentage of non-linear trajectories (15.1 percent). In the older 
generation, this percentage was slightly higher (18.4 percent).

A few important conclusions can be drawn from our data. From a generational 
perspective, we can clearly associate a higher degree of standardisation with the 
middle generation, which formed family trajectories in accordance with an early 
parental model. Interestingly, this pattern is somewhat less marked in the older 
generation. However, the major changes appear clearly in the younger generation, 
which is evidently more susceptible to non-linear as well as delayed parental family 
trajectories.

4.2 Linking geographical mobility and family trajectories

Our second key goal, as described earlier, was to explore the connections between 
geographical mobility and family trajectories. In order to link the two trajectories, 
we used multinomial logistic regression models. As explained above, and aiming to 
measure the complex connections between migration and family life, we carried out 
two regression analyses, giving geographical mobility a role as both a dependent 
and an independent variable in our regression models. Through the operationalisa-
tion of such an analytical strategy, we were able not only to examine the impact of 
geographical mobility on family trajectories – our main hypothesis − but also to 
pinpoint the causes, in individuals’ biographies and across generations, that may 
have led some individuals to migrate, whether heading to Portuguese urban areas 
or to other countries, while others stayed where they were.

In this line of reasoning, even though we were expecting geographical trajecto-
ries to have a stronger impact on family life, we started out by testing a regression 
model in which geographical trajectories are considered as dependent variables. 
The analysis was carried out for the whole sample and alongside key socio-de-
mographic variables, such as generation, gender and the number of years spent 
at school. We also took into account other biographical factors, in particular the 
number of years of unemployment as well as the age of entry into the labour market. 
With respect to mobility, we included the number of changes in the places of resi-
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dence, so as to grasp to what extent the likelihood of being mobile and following a 
certain type of geographical trajectory in early adulthood may be related to experi-
ences of mobility before the age of 18. Our goal was to observe the potential impact 
of family trajectories on geographical mobility, and for that purpose we included 
the types of trajectory revealed by sequence analysis and also the overall number 
of changes in living arrangements from the ages of 18 to 35. By operating with this 
regression model, we were able to isolate the impact of family on mobility without 
disregarding other key predictive factors (see Table 3).

One important conclusion must be immediately noted. Our fi ndings show that, 
across generations, unemployment is a highly-relevant predictor of geographical 
trajectories. The rural exodus to major cities and their outskirts, which was signifi -
cant for the older and middle generations’ trajectories, can with a degree of certain-
ty be associated with prolonged unemployment, and therefore with the lack of op-
portunities to build a better life. Interestingly, those who spent longer at school are 
more often able to migrate to urban areas and to other countries. When compared 
to individuals who spent their early adulthood in inland rural areas (our category for 
comparison), we can clearly see that those who were more likely to migrate already 

Tab. 3: Predictors of geographical mobility trajectories – Multinomial logistic 
regression (odds ratios)

 
 Suburbana Major 

Citiesa 
Rural 
Coasta 

Colonies, 
Europe 

and 
Beyonda 

Urban 
Inlanda 

Urban 
Coasta 

Generation 1935-1940b 1.351 6.022*** 1.211 0.302* 1.070 0.551* 
Generation 1950-1955b 1.642 4.226*** 1.409 0.626 1.172 0.891 
Genderc 1.316 0.617* 1.650 1.565 1.090 1.569* 
Schooling years 1.180*** 1.261*** 1.110 1.121* 1.196*** 1.131** 
Age of entry into the labour market 1.067* 1.023 0.974 1.015 0.999 1.029 
Years unemployed 1.592* 1.613** 1.694** 1.451* 1.389 1.409 
Geographical movements before 
the age of 18 1.417 1.445 0.944 1.304 1.291 0.850 
Number of changes in family living 
arrangements 0.990 0.949 1.031 1.154*** 0.980 1.086** 
Family Trajectory: Non lineard 1.051 2.322 0.942 1.582 1.070 1.076 
Family Trajectory: Delayed 
parentald 0.789 0.871 0.881 0.524 1.172 0.827 
Family Trajectory: Early parentald 1.350 1.769 1.981 1.478 1.070 1.233 
       
Nagelkerke = 0.214       

a The reference category for comparison is “Rural inland”.
b The reference category for comparison is “1970-1975 generation”.
c The reference category for comparison is “Female”.
d The reference category for comparison is “Extended parental”.
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Source: “Family Trajectories and Social Networks” Project, Portugal 2010
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had higher educational qualifi cations. In short, the most relevant fact for all three 
generations is that while geographical trajectories are strongly predicted by unem-
ployment and lack of fi nancial resources, family life is a very poor predictor of these 
different types of mobility. All in all, migration and geographical trajectories were 
the product of structural constraints – the lack of job opportunities and the impov-
erishment of rural areas impelled individuals to migrate – that affected individuals 
in each generation.

In addition, the results also suggest that patterns of geographical mobility, par-
ticularly the movement of those heading towards the major cities in the older and 
middle generations, can be predicted by generational and gender coordinates, 
which leads us to conclude that mobility trajectories were well rooted in specifi c 
historical contexts. As expected, certain mobility trajectories are less closely as-
sociated with the younger generation in overall terms, thus pointing to the close 
connection between biographies and history.

Our second multinomial regression model, which defi nes family trajectories as 
the dependent variable, reveals very different fi ndings and confi rms the impact of 
geographical mobility on family dynamics in early adulthood (see Table 4). Even if 
generations are strong predictors of family trajectories, namely because the mid-
dle generation is very closely associated with the early parental trajectory, mobility 
variables are extremely important when it comes to explaining the diversity of fam-
ily trajectories. First, it is relevant to stress that both the age at which individuals 
experienced their fi rst episode of geographical mobility and the total number of 
movements (or episodes of mobility) after the age of 18 appear as strong predictors 
of family trajectories. When compared to those with a delayed parental trajectory, 
individuals with other family trajectories (whether early parental or non-linear) are 
more likely to have experienced a geographical mobility event at an early age. This 
result is extremely important because it enables us to grasp the complex effects 
of mobility on family dynamics. If migration experienced at a young age tends to 
increase the likelihood of having an early parental trajectory, it also operates as a 
predictor for non-linear trajectories (see section 4.1). Similar effects are shown by 
the predictive strength of the number of mobility events in early adulthood: The 
more an individual is mobile, the more he or she is likely to have had either an early 
parental or a non-linear trajectory. In short, the impact of mobility (of its timing and 
intensity across the life course) seems to be somewhat dualistic, insofar as it tends 
to promote very different family trajectories. While in some cases mobility works 
as a facilitator for standardised family trajectories, which reached a peak in the mid-
dle generation, in other cases it also predicts a higher probability of falling into a 
non-linear trajectory. Even if we know that this type is amplifi ed in the younger 
generation, a similar statistical connection can be applied to all the generations in 
our study.

Finally, there is one other very interesting result, which once again confi rms 
the impact of geographical trajectories upon family life. The early parental type is 
strongly predicted by all of the geographical trajectories, with the exception of the 
rural inland trajectory (our reference category for comparison). In other words, the 
mere fact of having lived in inland rural areas from ages 18 to 35 considerably re-
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duces the likelihood of having had an early parental trajectory. Whether individuals 
migrated to Portuguese urban regions or went abroad, the effect revealed by the 
analysis is quite clear and demonstrates the accuracy of one of our key hypoth-
eses. That is to say, migration in many cases helped individuals to accumulate the 
resources or savings needed to start a family. In rural areas, poverty and the lack of 
opportunity have historically and across the generations prevented many individu-
als from entering into a conjugal partnership and starting a family (Bandeira 1996).

However, even if we found a clear connection between the rural exodus and ear-
ly parental family patterns, the dual effects exerted by mobility upon family, which 
were hinted at by our regression analysis, are also a key trend, which we will exam-
ine in more detail in the following section.

Tab. 4: Predictors of family trajectories – Multinomial logistic regression (odds 
ratios)

 

 
Non-linear Early 

parental 
Extended 
parentala 

Generation 1935-1940b 0.742 2.037* 0.304 
Generation 1950-1955b 1.114 3.079*** 1.670 
Genderc 1.064 0.543** 0.757 
Schooling years 0.960 0.953 0.873* 
Age of entry into the labour market 1.051 0.994 0.982 
Years unemployed 1.071 0.988 1.039 
Age when geographical mobility first 
occurred 0.924*** 0.917*** 0.880*** 
Geographical movements before the  
age of 18 0.703 0.745 0.498 
Geographical movements after the  
age of 18 1.246* 1.281** 1.235 
Geographical Trajectory – Rural coastd  0.345 3.434* 2.723 
Geographical Trajectory – Urban inlandd 0.889 3.391** 4.009 
Geographical Trajectory – Urban coastd  1.441 3.692** 11.281** 
Geographical Trajectory – Suburband 0.903 2.970** 4.315 
Geographical Trajectory – Major citiesd 1.698 2.629* 3.225 
Geographical Trajectory – Colonies, 
Europe and beyondd  1.556 3.508** 9.827* 

Nagelkerke = 0.216    

a The reference category for comparison is “Delayed parental”.
b The reference category for comparison is “1970-1975 generation”.
c The reference category for comparison is “Female”.
d The reference category for comparison is “Rural inland”.
*p  <0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Source: “Family Trajectories and Social Networks” Project, Portugal 2010
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4.3 Geographical mobility and individualisation trends

In accordance with the hypotheses set out above, it is important to explore the 
relationships between geographical mobility and a number of key markers of indi-
vidualisation processes taking place in family life (see Table 5). As we have seen, 
regardless of the direction of geographical movements, mobility is a signifi cant pre-
dictor of family trajectories, though its effects reveal a dual pattern that can either 
promote an early parental or a non-linear family trajectory, that is a type of trajec-
tory in which a few markers of individualisation processes are quite evident. Our 
focus on individualisation led us to select a number of suitable indicators in order to 
examine the extent to which certain geographical movements also tend to promote 
non-linear family trajectories: namely, the percentage of individuals who did not 
embark on conjugal life and become parents as well as the number of those who, 
in each generation, lived alone, as a single parent or were separated and divorced 
between the ages of 18 and 35. Finally, we also examined the connection between 
female domesticity (being a housewife for a period of time during young adulthood) 
and geographical movements.

In spite of the key role played by history in setting the macro-scenario where 
lives are constructed and the rapid pace of individualisation processes across gen-
erations, there are still a number of important effects that may be associated with 
the impact of geographical mobility on individual biographies. In other words, al-
though generational change is striking for most of the selected indicators (see Ta-
ble 5), in the transition from older to younger generations the type of geographical 
movement has had a visible infl uence on individuals’ family lives. In some cases, 
mobility patterns have encouraged individualisation, producing a sharp contrast 
with the once much more common conjugalist and familialistic trajectories.

One important trend is what we may call a “city effect”. Moving to and settling 
in major cities (Lisbon and Porto in this case) is likely to have led people to live 
less standardised conjugal lives. In spite of the generational differences in this geo-
graphical pattern – with more members of the older generation migrating to the city 
and more young adults living in the city among the younger generation – the as-
sociation of major cities with non-linear family patterns is quite marked. Moreover, 
this is a biographical effect that cuts across the three generations, even if it is more 
signifi cant for the younger individuals in our sample. In all generations, when there 
is high mobility, there are always fewer people entering conjugal life and having 
children, more individuals living alone and as lone parents or experiencing separa-
tion or divorce (particularly in the middle and younger generations). In addition, we 
fi  nd a lower percentage of housewives in all the generations.

Among those who stayed in inland rural areas, the percentage of individuals 
in the older and middle generations who were not able to embark on conjugal life 
is also signifi cantly above average. Nevertheless, these biographies can hardly be 
described as non-linear family trajectories. These individuals were excluded from 
conjugal life because they were unable to fi nd suitable partners and start families. 
Imbalances generated by migration (male migration in particular) and extreme pov-
erty were the main underlying causes, and these can hardly be associated with 
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individualisation. On the contrary, permanent celibacy was not uncommon in rural 
communities, where public respectability was important and constantly in the pub-
lic eye (particularly, of course, for women) (Wall 1998). Those who failed to meet 
these standards – and it should be noted that a high percentage of separated or 
divorced individuals is a marker of this group in the older generation, perhaps as 
a result of migration – frequently lived outside the bounds of the normative family 
model. In fact, stigmatisation and shame often accompanied these less normatively 
standardised events. Conversely, the “urban experience” (Martuccelli 2006) repre-
sented, in many cases, almost the diametric opposite of this community controlled 
celibacy insofar as it allowed individuals to experience a higher degree of freedom 
with regard to their private choices and family biographies.

The more recent fl ow of migration to inland urban or coastal areas (which in-
creased in the younger generation) reinforces the importance of the “urban experi-
ence” for the further understanding of processes of individualisation. In the younger 

Tab. 5: Geographical mobility trajectories and individualisation markers (age 
18-35), by generation (in %)

 
Cluster Generation Individuals 

without 
conjugal life 

Childless 
individuals 

Lived 
alone 

Lived as 
lone parent 

Divorced/ 
separated 

Women in 
domestic 

work 

Total 1935-1940   9.9*** 15.5***   9.6***   7.0**   9.0*** 19.7*** 
 1950-1955   9.1*** 13.9*** 13.1***   6.6**   6.8*** 14.3*** 
 1970-1975 17.4*** 26.5*** 21.6*** 11.8** 14.0***   6.7*** 
Rural Inland 1935-1940 15.2 12.1   9.1 12.1 15.2* 24.2 
 1950-1955 17.0 13.2   7.5   0.0   0.0* 17.0 
 1970-1975 15.8 13.2   7.9   7.9 15.8* 13.2 
Rural Coast 1935-1940 10.3 10.3   2.6   5.1   5.1 10.3 
 1950-1955   8.1 10.8 10.8   8.1   8.1 16.2 
 1970-1975   8.0 12.0   4.0 12.0   8.0 16.0 
Urban Inland 1935-1940   8.7***   8.7*** 10.1**   5.8   5.8 20.3 
 1950-1955   7.8*** 15.6*** 22.1**   7.8   2.6 13.0 
 1970-1975 26.6*** 36.7*** 33.0**   5.5   5.5   8.3 
Urban Coast 1935-1940   3.4* 13.8*** 12.6   4.6*   9.2* 17.2 
 1950-1955   5.6*   8.9*** 12.9   5.6*   5.6* 16.1 
 1970-1975 12.9* 26.3*** 21.6 12.9* 15.8*   4.7 
Suburban 1935-1940   8.7 18.7   8.8 10.0 10.0 26.3 
 1950-1955   9.9 13.2 12.4   6.6   9.1 10.7 
 1970-1975 13.2 22.5 15.5 12.4 15.5   3.1 
Major Cities 1935-1940 14.8** 23.5   7.4**   4.9   6.2 16.0 
 1950-1955   9.7** 26.4   9.7** 11.1   9.7 13.9 
 1970-1975 35.0** 42.5 27.5** 17.5 17.5   2.5 
Colonies, Europe 1935-1940   8.3 20.8 25.0   4.2 12.5 20.8 
and beyond 1950-1955   8.8   8.8 20.6   5.9 14.7 17.6 
 1970-1975 12.5 12.5 33.3 25.0 29.2 20.8 

Inter-generational comparison using Chi2 test: *p <0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001

Source: “Family Trajectories and Social Networks” Project, Portugal 2010
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generation, the postponement of conjugal and parental transitions as well as the 
experience of having lived alone between the ages of 18 and 35 became more com-
mon, in particular among those individuals who lived in inland urban areas during 
this period of young adulthood. The combination of two factors which fundamen-
tally altered Portuguese society from the late 1980s onwards probably accounts for 
individuals postponing such family events. The new and rapid expansion of higher 
education at this time paved the way for new forms of migration. On the one hand, 
there was an increase in the number of universities and other institutions of higher 
education. They relocated to medium-sized inland cities, and even to smaller towns, 
in order to avoid an excessive concentration of universities in major cities. On the 
other hand, the number of students in the universities also increased considerably, 
with a growing number of individuals attending university in these newly-estab-
lished institutions. In short, broader geographical and class-based access to higher 
education contributed signifi cantly to reinforcing the trend towards individualisa-
tion. Young individuals were then allowed to migrate in order to pursue their career 
goals. Such opportunities led many to live alone and to postpone partnership and 
parenthood. Displacement and relocation are therefore inseparable from the chang-
es that took place in education strategies, particularly among younger individuals 
who benefi ted from this historic process of democratisation. All in all, the lengthen-
ing of school careers and relocation to urban settings are deeply interwoven proc-
esses which have contributed strongly to the growth of more individualised family 
biographies.

Lastly, alongside the paramount importance of the urban experience, the effects 
of experiences of intense migration (such as those experienced by individuals who 
emigrated to or returned from the former colonies, Europe and beyond) are equally 
relevant to an understanding of individualisation in Portuguese society. As we have 
already seen, intense migration has a dualistic effect on family trajectories. Indi-
viduals with a geographical pattern of intense migration (from or to the colonies, 
Europe and beyond) have a very interesting profi le (see Table 5). Across the genera-
tions, the great majority of these individuals have indeed embarked on conjugal and 
parental life. These indicators confi rm the hypothesis that migration is associated 
with the opportunity of starting a family, but this is just one side of the coin. The ex-
perience of intense migration has also produced a number of other transitions and 
experiences that we normally associate with processes of individualisation in family 
life. Indeed, starting with the older generation, highly-mobile individuals are those 
who have most often lived alone. 

Episodes such as living alone, as a single parent, or going through a divorce or 
separation before the age of 35 were relatively rare among people born between 
1935 and 1940. Yet these episodes were far more common among those who mi-
grated than among those who stayed behind. In the younger generation, the number 
of individuals who lived as single parents or experienced separation and divorce is 
also considerably above the average. These numbers clearly show the association 
of intense migration with non-linear family trajectories, even if migration can also 
be seen as a catalyst for starting conjugal life and parenthood at an early age. In-
terestingly, however, while the “urban experience” tends to encourage women to 
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enter the labour market, trajectories of intense migration such as those profi led in 
our cluster analysis seem to promote an increase in female domesticity in young 
adulthood. Once again, there are two sides to this phenomenon. For some, intense 
migration was linked to a historical context in which early parental trajectories led 
to lower employment rates for mothers. It should be noted, for instance, that in the 
middle generation these intense migration trajectories were very closely associated 
with early parental trajectories, with 70 percent of those who migrated to the former 
colonies, Europe or other host countries falling into this family pattern (data not 
shown). On the other hand, the succession in time of several episodes of mobility, 
alongside the increased non-linearity of many family trajectories, may well have led 
women to stay at home for a certain period of time.

5 Discussion and conclusions

In modern times, in contexts of industrialisation and urbanisation, migration has 
played an important role in the strengthening of key processes of individualisation 
(Elias 1993). From the early twentieth century onwards, the increasing fl ows of inter-
continental migrants have seen their traditional familistic social environments bro-
ken down by their own geographical mobility, which allowed them to reconstruct 
their lives, families and ties away from their villages of origin. Similarly, the massive 
movements from the countryside to the city, though internal within a country, pro-
duced a similar overall effect in family life and social relations. Modern migratory 
processes draw us into one of the most compelling debates in the social sciences, 
which has focused on the idea that “community control” would fade with mod-
ernisation, giving way to more individualised relationships, far from wider kinship, 
neighbourhood ties and traditional alliances. Theories of community decline have 
been posited since the beginning of sociology, as a result of the founding fathers’ 
concern with the impact of modernity on the formation of social ties. The subject 
was enshrined in Ferdinand Tönnies’ (1957 [1887]) celebrated distinction between 
pre-modern Gemeinschaft (community) and modern Gesellschaft (society), and in 
Emile Durkheim’s (1978 [1893]) famous distinction between “mechanical” and “or-
ganic” solidarity. From this perspective, migrations are indelibly linked to the chang-
ing patterns of conjugal and family dynamics (Shorter 1995), though promoting, as 
we have seen, different and somewhat complex changes in family life.

In this line of reasoning, and taking into account the specifi cities of Portuguese 
history, this article found empirical evidence for the hypotheses outlined at the be-
ginning. On the one hand, geographical mobility tended to promote individuals’ ac-
cess to conjugal and family life, but, on the other, it also paved the way for more in-
dividualised biographies and more non-linear family trajectories. Both phenomena 
confi rm that migratory processes, whether internal within the country or heading 
abroad, have been one of the central dynamics in the construction of Portuguese 
modernity and have underpinned the changes in family dynamics across time. For 
this reason, we believe that our study may contribute to the further understanding 
of the connections between geographical mobility and family trajectories across 
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generations. The impact of mobility on family life was an important conclusion 
drawn from our data. The dual impact of mobility was also an extremely important 
fi nding.

A fruitful way of achieving such goals was to develop a life course approach, 
which allowed us to examine both generational change and biographical trajecto-
ries on the basis of sequence analysis.

The diversity of mobility trajectories revealed by sequence analysis was found 
to be relevant for locating each generation in its historical time. From a comparative 
perspective, as anticipated, generations are important for interpreting predominant 
mobility patterns at a given historical moment and among specifi c groups of indi-
viduals. In this fi rst set of conclusions related to the impact of history on biogra-
phies, we can highlight two clear-cut trends across generations.

On the one hand, Portuguese society has witnessed a signifi cant rural exodus 
over time. To this day, that exodus remains an important marker of mobility life 
courses, and it is common to the three generations in our study, in spite of their 
differences. In every generation, large numbers of men and women have moved to 
urban areas, both to small cities and to the two major cities Lisbon and Porto. A va-
riety of factors, ranging from changes in the country’s economic structure to longer 
school careers, have helped to sustain this geographical movement over time and 
to the present day.

On the other hand, while rural exodus represents a signifi cant generational simi-
larity, there are also some key generational differences. First, there has been a clear 
increase in suburbanisation among the younger generation. Younger individuals 
are often compelled to move from major cities to the suburbs (where, for instance, 
the costs of housing are much lower), even if the process is very different from the 
one pointed out by Castells (1983) when analysing the wealthy suburbia of coun-
tries such as the US. Secondly, migrants have returned from the former colonies 
and from different European and non-European countries. For historical reasons, a 
larger number of former emigrants who have returned en masse is found among the 
older and middle generations. Finally, more members of the younger generation are 
tending to stay put, even if our fi ndings reveal that geographical mobility has been a 
key marker of the life course for large numbers of individuals in every generation.

We offer a second important set of conclusions on the impact of mobility on 
family life. The results of our multinomial logistic regressions show consistent con-
nections between the two trajectories, attesting to the importance of geographical 
mobility as a predictor of family dynamics. Our fi ndings show a steady correlation 
between geographical mobility, family trajectories and family transitions across the 
generations. To interpret these fi ndings, we need to consider the historical proc-
esses of individualisation and pluralisation. Generational coordinates are clearly 
important when it comes to analysing the impact of geographical mobility on the 
family. Overall, mobility helped to sustain a standardised early parental family pat-
tern, which was particularly signifi cant in the middle generation. During their young 
adulthood, almost two-thirds of these individuals fell into this pattern, thus estab-
lishing a clear contrast with the older generation, in which individuals were less 
likely to meet the normative demands of the conjugal and parental family models. 
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However, the contrast between the two older generations and the younger genera-
tion is sharper in every respect: It is among the latter group of individuals that we 
fi nd only one-third of early parental trajectories. The increase in delayed parental 
and non-linear trajectories is paramount.

Building on the changes that affected and were enacted by the two previous gen-
erations, the younger generation continues, nonetheless, to suffer from the impact 
of geographical mobility. In fact, some of the more recent phenomena taking place 
in family patterns can only be fully explained through the long-lasting effects of the 
geographical reorganisation of the country, whether younger individuals are them-
selves the protagonists of mobility episodes or just built their family lives around 
the changes that linger from earlier historical times and the older generations.

All in all, there are two key processes underlying the different patterns of migra-
tion in our study, both of which are of key importance for interpreting the movement 
of family individualisation in Portuguese society over time.

The fi rst is the “city effect” or the “urban experience”. The rural exodus that led 
to an “urban experience” was a major turning point in their lives for the majority of 
people. As Martuccelli (2006) points out, life in the city became a formative element 
in most individuals’ biographies, due to the many ways in which this experience 
represented a challenge to traditional ways of life. As in other Western contexts, this 
was perhaps the most common migratory process in Portuguese society, although 
the fact that it occurred later than in other countries refl ects Portugal’s structural 
backwardness and delayed modernisation. Until the 1960s, the majority of Portu-
guese worked in agriculture, but as the effects of industrialisation became clear in 
the 1950s, new job opportunities arose in the emerging industrial sector. Entire fam-
ilies moved to the rapidly developing urban areas in search of a better life. For those 
coming from traditional poor peasant contexts, the urban experience led to pro-
found changes in family organisation. Whether the whole family or just one individ-
ual migrated, the move to urban areas within the country produced major changes 
in family dynamics and in the gender division of labour, particularly as more women 
entered the labour market, a phenomenon which was more visible in the major cit-
ies (see Table 5). As Elizabeth Bott (1957) has shown for the US of the 1950s, the 
weakening of social (local community) and family control also produced new and 
more modern conjugal dynamics, even if migration to lower class neighbourhoods 
did reproduce community control and the lost rural environment in some cases, 
particularly when the migration involved an openly familial strategy.

The second key process involves the complex effects of intense migration tra-
jectories. The experience of early and intense migration is clearly connected to a 
number of other transitions and experiences that we normally associate with proc-
esses of individualisation in family life. Indeed, starting with the older generation, 
highly mobile individuals are those who have most often experienced life events 
such as living alone, as a single parent or going through a divorce or separation. 
Nevertheless, to explore the effects of mobility on family dynamics we have to go 
beyond the mere fact of being a mobile individual. Seen in the context of differ-
ent mobility trajectories and the historical processes of geographical mobility, the 
impact of mobility is more complex and produces less clear-cut or even dualistic 
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effects. For example, despite having contributed to encouraging biographical indi-
vidualisation across the generations, intense migration has also encouraged stand-
ardisation of the life course, in particular in the middle and older generations, when 
rural exodus coincided with new opportunities for family formation through early 
parental trajectories. In summary, a major conclusion of this study is not only that 
mobility is an appropriate, if complex, predictor of family dynamics, but also that in 
order to understand the effects of mobility, it is essential to take into account social 
and historical pathways.
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