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Abstract
Preindustrial society was characterised by vast uncertainties due to harvest failures
and fluctuations in prices of basic commodities. These economic fluctuations had
severe effects especially on the poorer segments of the population as shown, for
instance, by the increased mortality following economic crises. This article examines
the extent to which migration could be used as a measure to deal with economic
stress by sending individual family members away, or relocating the entire family. A
micro-level approach is taken, where a longitudinal dataset at the individual level are
used in the analysis of a rural community in southern Sweden for the period 1830-
1865. The results show that migration did not respond to economic stress for the
landless people, which could be explained by a lack of available alternatives for the
migrants, which in turn implied that migration was not an effective way of dealing
with economic stress.
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Dealing with Economic Stress
Through Migration
Lessons from Nineteenth Century Rural Sweden*

Martin Dribe

Introduction
For a majority of the population, life in preindustrial society was
characterised by vast uncertainties mainly due to fluctuations in harvests
or prices of basic commodities, but also following the death of vital
household members. These uncertainties often resulted in a close
relationship between economic fluctuations and demographic outcomes
(e.g. Galloway 1988; Lee 1990). Crop failures led to increased mortality
due to malnutrition and increased susceptibility to disease, and lower
fertility as a result of subfecundity following acute malnutrition,
separation of spouses as a result of migration, or, perhaps, deliberate
postponement of births. We can expect that people living under these
uncertain conditions undertook various measures to protect themselves
from the dramatic consequences of economic fluctuations. One of the
potentially most important such measure is migration. By moving to
another location, whole families, or individuals within families, could
escape hunger and disease, and, in some cases, also provide assistance to
family and relatives behind (e.g. Stark 1991). In the literature on the
                                                          
This paper has been written within the research project Early Life Conditions Social
Mobility and Health in Later Life, financed by the U. S. National Institutes of
Health/National Institute of Aging (1P01AG18314-02), the Swedish Council for Social
Research and the Bank of Sweden Tercentenary Foundation. Financial support from Jan
Wallander and Tom Hedelius Foundation, Svenska Handelsbanken is gratefully
acknowledged. A previous version of this paper was presented in the panel “Why Leaving?
Multivariate Approaches of Out-migration in Asia and Europe”, at the annual meeting of the
Social Science History Association, Pittsburgh, PA, October 26-29, 2000. I am grateful to
participants in this panel as well as to members of the Eurasia project, especially Tommy
Bengtsson, Christer Lundh and Michel Oris, for comments and suggestions.
Department of Economic History, Lund University. Martin.Dribe@ekh.lu.se.
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determinants of migration various push factors, indicating conditions
driving migrants away from their places of origin, often play a
prominent role in explaining why and when people move (e.g. Massey
et al. 1993). A prime example is the millions of Irish who left for
America after the famine in the 1840s, which led not only to improved
conditions for those who left, but also for those who stayed behind (Ó
Gráda and O’Rourke 1997). Similarly, the upsurge in emigration from
Sweden to the United States in the 1860s were to a considerable extent
driven by economic crises following crop failures in several parts of the
country  (Carlsson 1976, pp. 120-123).

The purpose of this paper is to study to what extent migration was
used as a measure to deal with economic and demographic stress on the
family in a local community in southern Sweden during the period
around 1830-1865. This was a period of agricultural transformation and
commercialisation, but also a period during which people suffered from
economic fluctuations as shown by clear responses in both mortality and
fertility from increased prices (Bengtsson and Dribe forthcoming). The
analysis is done at the micro level, using a longitudinal data set,
measuring the impact of fluctuations in grain prices on migration of
children leaving home, and whole families, controlling for crucial
variables such as social status and family composition.

Migration as a response to economic and demographic stress
In this study short-term economic stress refers to adverse economic
conditions for the family, stemming from harvest failures or price
changes on vital commodities, most notably food.1 Which economic
conditions that have an adverse impact on the family is to a large extent
dependent on the social status of the family as well as on the nature of
the economy. While landless labourers were adversely affected by high
food prices, landed peasants producing for the market in an open
economy, where prices were exogenously given, benefited from high
grain prices as long as their output did not change. On the other hand, in
a closed economy, where prices are endogenously determined by local
harvest conditions, high grain prices will most likely indicate bad
harvests, which in turn implies that the normal peasant do not have
much output left to supply to the market after basic needs of the family
                                                          
1 This study emanates from the comparative Eurasia Project on Population and Family
History (EAP), which focuses on the way individuals and households dealt with economic
and demographic stress for preindustrial populations in Sweden, Belgium, Italy, China and
Japan. For a description of the basic ideas and analyses of mortality, see Bengtsson,
Campbell and Lee (forthcoming).
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have been met. Of course, this means that he cannot benefit from high
market prices, but may instead suffer considerably. As has been shown
elsewhere, the economy of the area and period under study can be
characterised as open, with a rather commercialised agriculture and a
well-integrated grain market, where grain prices were mainly
determined by forces other than local harvest conditions (Dribe 2000,
ch. 7). It can therefore be expected that landless labourers were
negatively affected by increasing grain prices, while market producing
peasants generally suffered more from low prices. The landholding
peasants in the area can be divided into three different categories:
freeholders, who owned their land and paid taxes to the crown; crown
tenants, who farmed crown land and paid rents to the crown, often in
kind or in money; and noble tenants, who farmed land owned by estates
and paid rents to a noble estate owner, often in labour. Most likely, this
made freeholders and crown tenants more dependent on the market than
noble tenants, even though all groups participated to some extent on the
market (Dribe 2000, pp. 44-49).

Demographic stress refers to the effects of the death of vital
household members, such as the head of household or his spouse. When
experiencing economic or demographic stress, households and families
probably tried to undertake different actions in order to minimize the
impact. Naturally, the measures available are likely to have differed
between different groups in society. Therefore, one important question
is how different individual and household characteristics, such as land-
ownership, social status, position in the household, etc., influenced the
demographic response to economic and demographic stress. Some
households that, for instance, farmed their own land and employed
servants or labourers, were probably in a better position to avoid the
most serious effects of economic stress, while those totally lacking
resources had much smaller opportunities to undertake such measures,
which made them highly vulnerable to stress.

Similarly, landed peasants had better opportunities than landless
labourers to use previously accumulated capital, or borrow money with
the farm as a security, in order to relieve stress, although the capital
markets of the time were by no means perfect and storing of grain
entailed considerable losses. Since the landless to a large extent lacked
these options, they were highly dependent on aid from society of from
other individuals. However, at least in Sweden, the poor relief system of
the time was not designed to provide for large parts of the population in
times of crises, but rather to help the poorest few percent of the
population in more normal times (see e.g. Bengtsson and Dribe,
forthcoming). Taken together, this implies that although there might
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have been different measures available to deal with economic hardship,
few of these were available for the landless labourers.

In previous studies of preindustrial rural societies, clear mortality re-
sponses to short-term economic fluctuations have been detected both at
aggregate level (e.g. Galloway 1988) and micro level (Alter and Oris
2000; Bengtsson 2000; Campbell and Lee 2000; Tsuya and Kurosu
2000; Breschi, Derosas and Manfredini 2000). Similarly, clear
connections between fertility and economic fluctuations have been
found at the aggregate level for Sweden as well as for other European
countries (Bengtsson 1993a; Galloway 1988; Lee 1981), and also
appears to be present at micro level in a variety of social and economic
contexts (Alter and Oris 1999; Bengtsson and Dribe forthcoming;
Breschi et al. 2000; Wang, Campbell and Lee 1999).

Thus, there are clear indications that individuals, as well as house-
holds, were profoundly affected by economic stress and also tried to
undertake different actions in order to minimize the adverse impact.
Migration of different household members, or of entire families, are two
strategies of potentially great importance. After the Great Irish Famine
in the late 1840s, for example, emigration rates increased rapidly, and
even if migration was not a perfect famine relief, the opportunity of
emigration seems to have lowered mortality for those who stayed behind
(Ó Gráda and O’Rourke 1997). Nineteenth century rural Scotland also
seems to show a similar migration response to economic distress
(Anderson 2000), and in some of today’s developing countries, famines
often lead people to migrate in search of food or work, even if this
movement most often is temporary and internal, rather than permanent
and external as in the Irish case (e.g. Sen 1981). However, Groote and
Tassenaar (2000), studying this issue for a rural Dutch province 1800-
1860, did not find any evidence indicating that hunger drove people to
migrate, but they are only able to measure the migration response as an
average over a preceding five year period, and do not distinguish the
effects of price fluctuations on different social groups, which may
conceal a migration response in the poorer segments of the population.
In a study of the province of Scania in Sweden, using aggregated data
for the period 1820-1859, Bengtsson (1990) found that the extent to
which migration responded to economic stress depended on both area
and period.

In times of economic stress, when it became harder to satisfy the
consumer demand of the household, children could also have been
forced to leave the household earlier in order to find employment
outside the household. It has also been suggested that migration can be
used as a deliberate family strategy to diversify income by having
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family members work in different sectors of the economy (Cain 1981;
Stark 1991). However, this is a more long-term strategy to minimize the
impact of economic stress rather than a short-term response, once the
bad times hit the household. Economic stress could also force whole
families to leave in order to take up employment in another area. This
could, of course, be difficult if long-range migration is costly or the
conditions are similar in other areas. In the area of concern here, the
migration pattern was totally dominated by local movement – over 80
per cent of the migrating families moved within a 15 kilometre radius
(Dribe forthcoming) - which might lead us to suspect that family
migration might not have been an effective response to economic stress.2

Taken together, we might expect migration to have been one option
available to individuals and families in times of economic stress. How-
ever, the viability and effectiveness of this option depended to a large
extent on opportunities in other areas of finding employment or new
land, and the situation for the household concerning demand for labour
etc. The households that were worst hit by a crop failure were often
small, with few opportunities of sending children or servants away in
times of crises. In some cases migration is also quite costly, implying
that those most in need might have the least possibilities of moving (cf.
Hatton and Williamson 1994; Ó Gráda and O’Rourke 1997). Hence,
even if we expect migration to be a viable option in practice, it might
not be available in any effective way for those most in need.

Demographic stress on the family (here defined as the death of the
family head or his spouse) can be expected to influence the migration
behaviour of both children and families. The death of the father, for
example, might have increased the likelihood of leaving home for the
siblings who were not to take over the family farm, while the selected
heir might have remained on the farm. However, if the mother continued
to run the farm as head of household, we could probably expect leaving
home to have been delayed, since there would have been an increased
demand for labour to compensate for the labour of the father. It was not
uncommon for widows to assume headship after the death of the
husband and continue to run the farm with hired labour or own children
as the primary labour force (Hedberg 1985; Winberg 1981; Zernell-
Durhàn 1990). However, it seems as if this was normally considered as a
transitory state so that the widow either remarried and transferred
headship to her new husband or, if she stayed unmarried, to one of her
sons or son-in-laws (Gaunt 1996, p. 176; Perlestam 1998, pp. 167-175),
although widows also could remain as household heads for longer
                                                          
2 The same total predominance of short-range migration is evident for servants and children
leaving home (Dribe 2000, p. 112; Dribe and Lundh 2002a).
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periods of time (see Dribe and Lundh 2002b). The frequency of
remarriage also appears to have been quite high in preindustrial Sweden,
which indicates that this was an often preferred solution for a widow or
a widower following the death of the spouse (Lundh 2002).

The death of the mother may also have had effects on leaving home.
If the father remarried, children might have left home sooner due to
conflicts with the new stepmother, or due to other factors relating to the
new member of the household (e.g. Kussmaul 1981, p. 74). The balance
between consumers and workers might also have changed following
such an event, as the new wife might have brought children of her own
into the household. The effect of these variables can be difficult to
distinguish, since they depend on what happens in the household
following the change. If the father did not remarry, for example, we
would expect that especially daughters were given incentives to stay at
home longer in order to take care of the household. Furthermore, the
impact of demographic stress on leaving home can also be expected to
depend on the social status of the family. For the landless, the death of
the father might well imply the total dissolution of the household,
leading children to leave very early while, in wealthier peasant families,
the effect might be the opposite by increasing the demand for labour in
the household.

It also seems likely that this kind of demographic stress could have
effects on the migration propensity of the entire family. The death of the
household head for example could in some cases imply the dissolution
of the entire household forcing the family to relocate. In other cases
such an event could instead imply that the widow assumes headship and
continue to farm the land, and after a while perhaps remarries (see
above). Under such circumstances there would not be any effect on
migration of the death of the household head.

When analysing the strategic actions of families, or individuals
within families, it is also important to take the family composition into
account. The number of children in the family might for example affect
both the migration propensity in general, and the migration response to
economic or demographic stress. Families without children living in the
household can be expected to have responded differently from families
with several children present. Similarly, the presence of siblings can be
expected to have been an important variable behind differences in the
leaving home response of children both in times of economic and
demographic stress. The death of one of the parents, for example, can be
assumed to have affected older children with more siblings quite
differently from younger children without any siblings in the household.
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Area, data and statistical model
The multivariate analysis employs a longitudinal dataset containing
information on individual, family/household and community level. The
analysis is focused on a sample of parishes in western Scania included in
the Scanian demographic database (see e.g. Bengtsson and Dribe 1997;
Dribe 2000, ch. 2). Nine parishes and one town are included in the
database, and in this paper the analysis will be focused on four of these
parishes: Hög, Kävlinge, Halmstad and Sireköpinge (see map in figure
1). The social structure of the parishes varied somewhat. Hög and
Kävlinge were dominated by freeholders and tenants on crown land, a
group rather similar to the freeholders regarding its social
characteristics, while Halmstad and Sireköpinge were totally dominated
by tenants on noble land. In addition to the peasant group the parishes
also hosted various landless and semi-landless groups, dependent on
working for others to cover the subsistence needs of the family. In 1830
the four parishes had 2,333 inhabitants, which increased to 3,383 by
1865; an annual increase of 1.1 percent during this 35-year period. This
is a somewhat faster rate of growth than for Sweden as a whole (0.9
percent per year, see Bengtsson and Dribe 1997).

The dataset is based on a family reconstituted population of these
four parishes (see also Reuterswärd and Olsson 1993; Bengtsson and
Lundh 1991). To these reconstituted families information from poll-tax
registers (mantalslängder) has been added on, for instance, size and type
of the landholding. Information from catechetical examination registers,
has also been linked to the database giving information on household
composition and individual-level migration (see Dribe 2000, ch. 2). The
resulting dataset is longitudinal at the micro level and follows
individuals from birth or in-migration to death or out-migration. Family
migration has been defined as a movement of husband and wife often
together with children still residing at home. Thus, also the cases where
the mother and father moved away together with some of their children
but where other children left home at the same time have been
considered as family migration. In the analysis we follow families from
their establishment at marriage, or in-migration to the dissolution or out-
migration of the family. In the analysis of children leaving home,
children are followed from birth or in-migration to the point when they
left the parental home. Since the focus is on the response to economic
and demographic stress all exits from home are included instead of
limiting the analysis to first-time leavers.

The migration pattern in this local community seems to accord
pretty well with many other preindustrial areas. In general mobility was
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Figure 1. Map of the area under study.

Map by Henrik Svensson.

and Lundh 2002a; cf. Martinius 1967; Moch 1992; Tilly 1978). After
leaving home in the mid- to upper teens people typically moved
frequently before settling down and getting married in their late twenties
(Dribe and Lundh 2002a). After marriage, people got less mobile, which
does not imply that family migration was negligible (see Dribe
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forthcoming). This migration pattern fits quite well into the institution of
life-cycle service. For a number of reasons, children in all social groups
left home before marriage to serve in another household. Children to
landless labourers left home earlier than peasant children and also spent
a longer time in service, but in general children from all social groups
(except the nobility) participated in this system (Dribe 2000, ch. 6). The
system provided a solution to the problems of a family economy
dominated by nuclear family households. In times when the demand for
labour exceeded the family supply, servants were hired as
supplementary labour. Conversely, in times of excess supply of labour,
there was always an opportunity to send children away from home to
work for another master. In addition, there were also other reasons for
leaving the parental home before marriage, having to do with finding a
marriage partner, learning the skills of running a farm, or simply try to
improve ones economic situation (see e.g. Berkner 1972; Kussmaul
1981; Laslett 1977; Mitterauer 1992).

In the analysis combined time-series and event history analysis is
used, which allows us to estimate the effects of various covariates at
individual and family level as well as of aggregate fluctuations at the
community level on the likelihood of migration (see Bengtsson 1993b).
We use the Cox proportional hazards model, which does not require any
specification of the underlying hazard function (Cox 1972; see also
Collett 1994). The model can be written as:

hi(a) = h0(a)exp[β1X1+β2X2+…+γZ(t)]

hi(a) is the hazard of the event for the ith individual at age a
h0(a) is the ”baseline hazard”, i.e. the hazard function for an
individual having the value zero on all covariates.
βs are the parameters for the individual covariates (X1, X2, …), that
are estimated.
γ is the parameter for the external covariate (Z(t)

In discussing the results below relative hazards are used as a measure of
the difference between groups with different values on the covariates.
The relative hazards indicate the difference in the hazard of the event for
the group under consideration relative to the reference category. A value
of 1.50 implies that the hazard, or risk, of migration in the group is 50
percent higher than in the reference category, while a figure of 0.50
implies that the hazard is 50 percent (or half) of the hazard in the
reference category.
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Separate models are estimated for children leaving home and family
migration and also for different age groups and in the case of children
for males and females separately. The covariates included in the
different models are very similar.
Social status of the family is sub-divided into four different categories:
freeholders/crown tenants, noble tenants, semi-landless (crofters and
smallholders) and landless. In the construction of this covariate
information from poll-tax registers on the size of the landholding has
also been taken into account. Only peasants with land at or above
subsistence level have been regarded as belonging to the peasant group
while the rest have been considered as smallholders, belonging to the
semi-landless group (see Dribe 2000, pp. 26-27).
Economic stress is indicated by short-term fluctuations in grain prices
measured as deviations from a medium-term trend (Hodrick-Prescott) of
price indexes, including information for the three main crops: rye, barley
and oats (see Dribe 2000, ch. 7 and appendix). The price index is
included in the model as an external, or community-level, covariate
common to all individuals in the dataset at each point in calendar time.
Demographic stress is indicated by the life status of the head couple.
For family migration we use the death of the husband and wife while
distinguishing deaths occurring within the last three years from those
occurring earlier. Due to the relatively low number of children loosing
their parents it was impossible to use such an elaborate distinction for
children leaving home. Instead, the presence of mother and father is
included in this case as an indication of demographic stress.
Household context is indicated by the number of children residing in the
same household in the case of family migration, and by the presence of
older and younger siblings in the case of children leaving home.
Parish of residence controls for potential effects of living in different
parishes; differences that are not accounted for by the other variables in
the model.
Birth year of the family head (family migration) or the individual child
(children leaving home) measures an average cohort effect, i.e. the
effect on the likelihood of migration of being born one year later.

Empirical results

Family migration
Table 1 shows the estimation results for family migration for heads aged
20-65. It includes three separate models taking interactions between
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economic stress (grain price fluctuations) and social status and presence
of children into account. Table 2 reports the results for similar models
estimated for older (40-65) and younger families (20-40) separately.
Due to small numbers it was not possible to estimate the full model
including the demographic stress covariates for the two age groups
separately. Instead the purpose of these models is to  provide some
detail to the interaction between social group/presence of children and
economic stress, while for the effect of demographic stress we have to
be content with analysing the entire age span.

Starting with social-group specific differences, landed peasants and
crofters were less mobile than landless labourers, most likely due to
their higher investment in the land and greater binding to the place of
residence, which is also commonly found in other studies (e.g. Groote
and Tassenaar 2000; Moch 1992, p. 38). In the more recent literature on
international migration, increasing attention has also been devoted to
this kind of ‘investment in immobility’ as an important reason why not
more people move in response to differences in standard of living
between regions (e.g. Fischer, Martin and Straubhaar 1997). Comparing
the results for younger and older families in table 2, it is also clear that
the social-group-specific differences are more pronounced in the early
phase of the family life cycle than in later phases. This is also what
could be expected, since families in the first part of the life cycle
probably were more likely to change employment, trying to better their
situation, while those who had remained landless for a long time were
less likely to advance socially. Thus, also in the landless group were
families with older heads more likely to be stable than at younger ages.

There is a positive effect on year of birth of the family head on
internal migration. Table 2 also reveals that it was in particular younger
families who became more likely to leave the parish over time. There is
a quite strong positive effect of having more children residing in the
household and this is even more pronounced for younger families than
for older. It may be an indication that these families had entered into the
phase of the family life cycle when there were opportunities, and also a
need, to change the residential arrangements, acquire a larger piece of
landholding, etc. On the other hand, it may also be an indication of
increased consumption pressure on these families with a relatively large
number of young dependants, which forced them to break up and find
better employment, housing, etc. Which of these reasons that were the
most important is impossible to identify. We can only assert that these
families were more mobile, and, as expected, a larger number of
children did not pose any increased difficulties migrating, since most
migration was over very short distances.
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Turning to the effects of demographic stress the only statistically
significant result is that families in which the husband died more than
three years ago show a lower risk of migration. This must be interpreted
as indicating the rather high degree of stability of families where the
widow decided to continue running the household without remarrying.
There are no significant effects of death within three years of either
husband or wife. Judging just from the size of the coefficients there
might be a positive effect on migration of father’s death, while the effect
of mother’s death appears to be the opposite. However, since these
coefficients are not statistically significant we should not read to much
interpretation into these results.

In the full model (table 1) there is a positive effect of grain prices on
the likelihood of migration. The age-specific results in table 2 show that
this effect is limited to the older families. Furthermore, the interaction
effects show that noble tenants and semi-landless were more likely to
move in times of high prices, while no corresponding effect is
discernable for freeholders/crown tenants, and is not statistically
significant for landless. Since high grain prices implies relatively
favourable times for market producing peasants, as discussed above, this
could be an indication that these families tried to acquire a farm of their
own in times when prices were high, and when the prospects for
freeholders producing for the market looked rather good. This is also
supported by the fact that the effect is limited to the older families, who
can be assumed to have had better opportunities to accumulate the
wealth necessary to buy a farm. However, in order to substantiate this
hypothesis more rigorously a deeper investigation of land transmissions
in the area is needed in order to see if this kind of social mobility really
took place.

In any case these results clearly show that relocating the entire
family in times of economic stress was not a viable option, or at least
not the chosen strategy, for the families most in need, i.e. the landless.
Undertaking long-range migration, which actually could have been an
effective option when times got bad in the area of residence, was quite
costly both monetarily and in terms of information and emotional
suffering from breaking up from friends or relatives. On the other hand,
moving over a short distance entailed lower costs of migration, but did
not improve the situation very much for the families most in need, since
the economic conditions can be expected to have been similar.

The interaction effects between economic stress and the number of
children in the household show quite different results for older and
younger families. In the lower age group it seems as if families with
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Table 1. Cox proportional hazards estimates (relative hazards) of family migration
1829-1867. Head 20-65 years. Full model.

Average I II III
Social status ( Freeh./Crown ten.) 0.16 1.00 1.00 1.00
Noble tenants 0.15 0.70 0.65 0.70
Semi-landless 0.17 0.82 0.80 0.82
Landless 0.52 2.09*** 2.09*** 2.08***
Parish (Hög) 0.18 1.00 1.00 1.00
Kävlinge 0.21 0.70** 0.70** 0.70**
Halmstad 0.28 0.88 0.88 0.88
Sireköpinge 0.33 1.22 1.22 1.23
Number of children in the hh (0) 0.19 1.00 1.00 1.00
1 0.19 2.62*** 2.62*** 2.57***
2 0.18 2.64*** 2.64*** 2.65***
3 0.16 3.11*** 3.11*** 3.09***
4+ 0.28 3.46*** 3.47*** 3.46***
Husband’s life status (Alive) 0.86 1.00 1.00 1.00
Dead<3 years 0.01 1.54 1.52 1.54
Dead>3 years 0.13 0.71* 0.71* 0.71*
Wife’s life status (Alive) 0.88 1.00 1.00 1.00
Dead<3 years 0.02 0.44 0.45 0.44
Dead>3 years 0.10 0.82 0.82 0.82
Birth year 1809 1.02*** 1.02*** 1.02***
Grain price -0.02 1.09** 1.04 1.09
Social status*Grain price
Noble tenants --- 1.36 ---
Semi-landless --- 1.19 ---
Landless --- 1.01 ---
Children*Grain price

1 --- --- 1.15
2 --- --- 0.93
3 --- --- 1.07
4+ --- --- 0.91

Events 519 519 519
Total time (person years) 15811 15811 15811
Max. log. likelihood -3062.4 -3060.0 -3059.6
Overall p-value (χ²): 0.000 0.000 0.000
Parameters 16 19 20
* p<0.10, **p<0.05, ***p<0.01.
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children respond stronger than families without any children although it
is only families with one child that have a statistically significant
coefficient. In the older age group there is a positive effect for families
without children, while those with more children show a weaker
response, although the net response is positive for all groups. Taken
together, it seems as if the number of children residing in the household
did not affect the response to economic stress in any dramatic way.
Instead the major difference in response is found between different age-
and social groups.

Children leaving home
Tables 3 and 4 report the estimations for children leaving home.3 There
is a positive effect of birth year for all but younger males, which shows
that later birth cohorts left home at an increasingly early age.
Furthermore, this rising trend in the likelihood of leaving home was
especially clear for older children, who thus became less likely to stay in
their parental households over time.

There are also marked differences between the peasants
(freeholders/crown tenants and noble tenants) and semi-landless and
landless. These differences mainly stem from differences in the demand
for labour between these groups (see Dribe 2000, ch. 4). The social
group differences are also more pronounced for younger than for older
children, and for females than for males.

Children who had previously been away from home were more
likely to leave home again. However, the very low proportion in the
lower age group who had been away from home before (only 1-2
percent) warrants some caution in interpreting the result for this age
group. In the older age group 16-17 percent of children had been away
from home before, and the results show that they were more than twice
as likely to leave home again. This also seems reasonable, since children
leaving home and then returning might do so for shorter periods of time,
perhaps as a result of the difficulties in obtaining employment, conflicts
with the new master, etc.

Turning to the effect of siblings in the household there does not
appear to be a common pattern for all groups. Younger children with
only younger siblings, or no siblings at all, residing in the household
experienced a higher risk of leaving home, which indicates that all their

                                                          
3 This analysis is based on Dribe (2000, ch. 8), which provides a more in-depth analysis of
the relationship between leaving home and economic fluctuations and the household
economy. The models estimated here are somewhat different, why the results are not totally
comparable. On the whole, however, a very similar picture emerges.
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older siblings had already left home and that they therefore in some
sense stood in turn to leave. Just as expected younger girls with only
older siblings in the household had a considerably lower risk of leaving
home, since they were not the first to leave and their labour was
probably needed in the household.

Model II includes interaction effects between economic stress and
social status. Looking first at younger males the base effect for grain
price should be interpreted as a positive effect of grain prices in the
freeholder/crown tenants group (i.e. the reference category). The
negative interaction effects indicate a more negative effect in the other
social groups. For noble tenants the price effect clearly is negative (the
net effect in this group is 1.46*0.49=0.72), while the price coefficients
for the other two groups are closer to one (0.95 and 0.96 respectively).
Thus, younger sons to freeholders and crown tenants faced a higher risk
of leaving home when grain prices were rather high, i.e. in quite
favourable times, while they were more likely to remain at home when
prices were low. This could be interpreted as indicating that market-
producing peasants held on to their family labour in times of low prices
and declining revenues, and perhaps got rid of servants instead, thereby
economising on hired labour in times of low revenues. Younger sons to
noble tenants on the other hand seem to have been more likely to leave
home in times of low prices, which may have been a result of a
declining demand for labour at the estates following low prices, forcing
younger children to noble tenants to leave home to go into service. In
times of high prices demand for labour most likely increased, inducing
children to remain at home longer.

Older males show no similar interaction between price fluctuations
and social status. Instead there is a positive effect in the base model
indicating a more uniform effect in the different social group. This may
have been a result of a generally higher mobility in times of high prices,
when investments in agricultural activity increased, thereby increasing
the demand for labour (Dribe 2000, p. 172; Schön 1997). It may well be
that this increasing demand for labour opened new opportunities
especially for males, who therefore left home or led servants to leave for
a new employer. It has also been shown that older children, especially to
noble tenants, were more sensitive to harvest fluctuations (controlling
for the price level), which could be interpreted as a response to
variations in the demand for labour (Dribe 2000, ch. 8). The interaction
effects in model II, table 4, also suggest that the positive price effect is
strongest for noble tenants, although the coefficient is not statistically
significant. For females we find no response at all to economic
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fluctuations indicating that economic fluctuations were less important
for their leaving home decision.

The absence of a clear response to economic stress (high prices) for
landless and semi-landless children in the lower age group may seem
surprising at first sight. High prices should have implied lower real
wages in this social group, which would increase consumption pressure
on these families, and as a result it seems reasonable to expect that their
children were forced to leave home. Although there might be such an
effect for the older children, no effect is visible for the children under
17. The leaving home process for these landless children was more
compressed and structurally determined (Dribe 2000, ch. 6) than for
peasant children. A very large majority of the landless children left
home around age 16 and since the demand for servants under this age
can be expected to have been rather low, there were very limited
opportunities to send children away from home when times got worse.
Thus, in general, sending children away from home does not seem to
have been a viable strategy for these landless families.

We now turn to the analysis of how leaving home responded to
demographic stress in the household, which is indicated by the death of
one of the parents. Ideally, it would have been relevant to distinguish
children whose parent died quite recently from those whose parent died
several years earlier as was previously done for family migration.
However, since rather few children experienced the death of their
parents, it was impossible to subdivide this category further.

For younger boys neither the base effects nor the interaction effects
(in model IV) are statistically significant. Thus, is seems as if the
leaving home of younger boys was left rather unaffected by the death of
the parents. For older boys, on the other hand, there appears to be a clear
positive effect on leaving home of the death of the father. Thus, for
these children the death of the father had a disruptive effect, making
them leave home earlier than would otherwise have been the case.
Furthermore, looking at the interaction model in table 4 (model IV), it
appears as if this disruptive effect is strongest for boys with both older
and younger siblings present in the household, while other boys in this
age group have a much less positive effect. Nevertheless, the net effect,
also for these children is positive, even though it is much weaker. Taken
together, the effect of father’s death on older boys was clearly to make
them leave home earlier, which provides little or no support for the
hypothesis that the death of the father would give sons increased
opportunities to remain at home, getting more responsibilities for
running the family farm.
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Turning to younger daughters, the base effect shows that their risk of
leaving home was positively affected by the death of a parent. There is
not much of a difference between the death of the mother and of the
father. Thus, also in this group the effect of parental death is largely
disruptive, making them leave home earlier. The interaction model
shows that this positive effect is particularly strong for girls with only
younger siblings. Thus, neither in this group is there much evidence
supporting the belief that the death of a parent increased the need for
children to remain longer in the household.

For older girls the emerging picture is somewhat different (see
model IV in table 4). The response in this group is highly dependent on
the child’s position in the household. Except for daughters with only
younger siblings present in the household there appears to be a positive
effect on leaving home of parental death, just as for younger daughters
and older sons. For older daughters with only younger siblings present,
however, the net effect of mother’s death is negative (1.92*0.36=0.69),
which must be interpreted as these daughters were needed in the
household following the death of either of the parents.

Thus, it appears as if the leaving home of all children except
younger boys was affected in one way or the other by the death of the
parents. For most children the effect of the death of in particular the
father was disruptive, leading them to leave home earlier than they
otherwise would have done. Older daughters with only younger siblings
in the household, however, apparently were needed in the household
when one of the parents died, making them remain longer at home
following the death of particularly the mother.

Thus, in most of the cases parental death had a disruptive effect,
which, at least in some cases, may have been due to the bringing-in of a
new step-parent following parental remarriage. However, older
daughters with only younger siblings present in the household instead
tended to remain longer at home following the death of one of the
parents, which most likely reflects the fact that these daughters were
needed in the household in order to take care of, and support, their
younger siblings after the loss of their mother or father.

Conclusion
This article deals with the question how migration can be used by
families and individuals to deal with short-term economic and
demographic stress. From previous research we know of several
examples where large migration streams have followed economic crises
in the place of origin, for example Ireland after the famine or Sweden in
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the 1860s (Carlsson 1976; Ó Gráda and O’Rourke 1997). However, a
necessary precondition for migration to be a viable option in dealing
with economic stress, is that there are places to which potential migrants
can go, and that costs of migration to these destinations are not
prohibitively high. It is clear that large differences in real wages
between regions are not enough to trigger migration, if the potential
migrants in the poor area do not possess the necessary resources to be
able to leave. It may even be the case that people from these poorer
areas start to move when the wages at home increases, and the real wage
gap declines, since it is only then that they can afford to leave (cf.
Hatton and Williamson 1994).

The results presented here clearly show that in this local community
of southern Sweden in the first half of the nineteenth century, migration
was not an effective instrument in dealing with economic stress. Despite
the highly adverse effects of economic fluctuations for landless people,
where both mortality and fertility were affected, migration could not
help families relieving stress. The explanation is that moving over a
short distance did not improve the situation of landless very much in
times of economic stress, because the economic conditions in a nearby
parish can be expected to have been very similar. Moreover, undertaking
long-range migration, which could have relieved the situation, was not
feasible due to prohibitively high migration costs and lack of
alternatives during the time period of concern here. The costs of
migration were not only direct costs for transportation, etc, but also
costs of getting information on potential destinations as well as more
psychic costs from emotional suffering from leaving friends and
relatives behind.

Moreover, landless children left home as soon as their labour was in
demand also in more normal times, implying that there was not much
opportunity to leave earlier in times of economic stress. The only
possible example of a migration response to economic stress is for
younger sons to freeholders and crown tenants, who remained longer at
home in times of low prices. This might indicate that the market
producing peasants economised on hired labour in times of low prices
and declining revenues by holding on to their younger sons. Older sons
in all social groups, but especially among noble tenants, seems to have
moved in times of high prices, perhaps as a response to increased
demand for labour outside the parental home. Finally, the leaving home
of female children seems to have been less sensitive to economic
fluctuations, which reflects the gender-specific division of labour, where
females were mostly used in domestic household production.
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Demographic stress, as measured by the death of the family head or
spouse of head, affected the likelihood of migration, although the
response differed between different groups. For most children the effect
of parental death (especially of the father) was disruptive, leading to an
earlier exit from the parental home. However, older daughters (17-30
years) with only younger siblings present in the household appears to
have been needed after the death of the mother, making them remain
longer at home following this event.

Taken together, the results clearly demonstrate that certain
preconditions must be fulfilled for migration to be an effective way of
dealing with stress. There must be an area, or economic sector,
unaffected by the same conditions producing economic stress in the
place of origin, to which migrants are welcome, and can afford to go.
The lack of a well-developed urban, or industrialised, area nearby
together with high costs of long-range migration, implied that these
preconditions did not exist in southern Sweden in this period, which
made migration totally ineffective in dealing with economic stress. Not
until later - in the second half of the nineteenth century - when domestic
industrialisation and urbanisation gained speed, and migration costs for
long-range migration declined, new opportunities for migration
emerged, and only then migration also became a way to better ones
economic situation both in the short and the long term.
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