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Introduction

Starting in the 21st century, the international 
mobility of young people has been a major 
focus of attention in the international lit-
erature. Early on, this was particularly the 
studies concerning the international mobil-
ity of students and researchers and of highly 
skilled workers. A comprehensive analysis 
and literature review on the topic is provid-
ed by King, R. et al. (2016a) working from 
various questions regarding youth mobility: 
Who migrates? Where do young people mi-
grate to? Why and how do they migrate? The 
authors look into the effects of youth mobil-
ity on the regions of origin and those of the 
destination, and the effects at the personal 

and individual level, both objective and sub-
jective, of the migration experience.

Youth mobility within the EU has become 
an issue of major importance and relevance 
in the countries of Mediterranean Europe. 
Starting with the economic and financial 
crisis that began in 2007–2008, the phenom-
enon has captured the attention of the me-
dia, of policy-makers and of the public be-
cause of the feared negative repercussions 
both for young people – “forced” to flee the 
Mediterranean area because of the high un-
employment rates and the structural crisis – 
and for the regions where the flows originate, 
“condemned” to increased marginalization as 
a result of the loss of human capital (Alba-
Monteserín, S. et al. 2013; Labrianidis, L. and 
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Vogiatzis, N. 2013; Domingo, A. et al. 2014; 
Triandafyllidou, A. and Gropas, R. 2014; 
Díaz-Hernández, R. et al. 2015; Pumares, 
P. 2015; Domínguez-Mujica, J. and Pérez-
García, T. forthcoming). 

Youth mobility and its increase af-
ter the 2007–2008 economic crisis, unites 
Mediterranean and Eastern European coun-
tries (EEC), even with different intensities. 
Italy has one of the lowest fertility rates in the 
EU, with a negative trend between the year 
1970 (2.38) and the year 2000 (1.26). In 2000, 
the only EEC showing a lower rate was Czech 
Republic (1.15), even if other EEC did not 
display very high values (ex. Bulgaria: 1.26; 
Romania: 1.31; Hungary: 1.32) (EUROSTAT, 
2016a). Thus, the increase in youth mobility 
cannot be linked to an increase of the youth 
cohors of the population. Unlike EEC, Italy 
did not experience a change in the possibility 
of increased mobility for youth after 1989, 
as much as their mobility was not affected 
by the existence of the Schengen Agreement 
(Italy signed the treaty in 1990). Thus, the 
increase of youth mobility in Italy cannot be 
attributed to radical changes in the global po-
litical arena, except for EU policies, as will be 
discussed below. 

The European Commission – beginning 
with the Lisbon Treaty and reconfirmed in 
the Europe 2020 strategy – encourages the 
mobility of young people through various 
policies, programmes and initiatives. Some 
aim to encourage the mobility of students 
(Bologna Process, ERASMUS and SOCRATES 
programmes), while others facilitate the 
mobility of researchers (ERA-European 
Research Area), and still others are intended 
to encourage labour mobility (Youth on the 
Move, Youth Employment Package, Youth 
Guarantee). This push toward international 
mobility on the part of the Commission leads 
to the creation (or worsening) of problems in 
places of origin, which suffer a “haemorrhag-
ing” of the potential energy of young people, 
especially those with high levels of education 
and qualifications. There seem to be, thus, 
two (currently opposing) interests with re-
gard to the Commission’s overall policy: to 

encourage the mobility of young people to 
create a European labour market and identity 
on the one hand, while on the other hand, 
avoiding the marginalization of certain areas 
and promoting regional re-equilibrium.

There are two other interests that are cur-
rently in conflict: one individual and the 
other at the community level. There is, on 
the one hand, young people’s interest in 
promoting their own personal growth, im-
proving their quality of life and developing 
their portfolio of skills, competencies and 
experiences through international mobility. 
By the same token, this is a salient interest 
among the communities of origin in retaining 
their main sources of “renewable energy”. 
This conflict centres attention on the impact 
of mobility in terms of the supply of human 
capital, in the regions of origin and in the 
destination: what effects are generated by 
this “brain mobility” that youth mobility has 
set in motion? Are we looking at new forms 
of brain drain, brain waste, brain training, 
brain overflow or brain circulation (Lowell, 
B.L. and Findlay, A. 2002)? In theory, the re-
gions of origin benefit from brain mobility 
if there is brain circulation or brain return. 
Otherwise, the free movement of persons 
undermines the cohesion policy launched in 
1988 with the aim of integrating the existing 
European funds for regional development 
(EAGGF, EDRF, ESF) to reduce inequality in 
Europe. It was intended to promote growth 
in less-developed regions and in disadvan-
taged communities in isolated areas of the 
EU with implicitly assumed very low geo-
graphical mobility (Jouen, M. 2014). The con-
tradictions between the policies of cohesion 
and of mobility are persistent and fundamen-
tal to the future vision of youth mobility.

In Italian scientific debate, scholars have, in 
recent years, focused on the upswing in mi-
gration – both internal and international – as 
a result of the system-wide crisis. The flows 
from the south to the centre-north of Italy 
and to other countries have been emphasized 
and viewed with concern (Bonifazi, C. 2015; 
Giannola, A. 2015; SVIMEZ 2015). An in-
crease is observed in the level of education 
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of those skilled and highly skilled migrants 
who move and are willing to accept jobs for 
which they are overqualified. In geographi-
cal terms, some studies have highlighted the 
“rediscovery” of older destinations which 
had, for several decades, disappeared from 
migrants’ “mental maps” (e.g. Argentina), 
and the continuing importance of the highly 
attractive European countries (e.g. Germany, 
the UK, France) (Pugliese, E. 2015). 

In analysing young Italians in London, 
McKay, S. (2015) points out that the number 
of young people from the Mediterranean has 
been on the rise since the 2007 crisis. More 
young Italians moved to the UK from 2007 
to 2011 than in the thirty years from 1961 
to 1991; in 2012 the number of Italians who 
moved to the UK exceeded the number 
from any other country in Southern Europe 
(Spain, Portugal, Greece). The flow towards 
Germany also regained momentum be-
ginning in 2010 and, in 2013, inflows from 
Italy were the highest of those from any 
Mediterranean country. A high percentage 
of Italians moving to Germany (especially 
women) were under the age of 25 (Haug, S. 
2015). 

King, R. et al. (2016b), in their analysis 
of new flows of young people – Germans, 
Italians and Latvians – in London, draw at-
tention to characteristics including: (i) the re-
newed importance of the contrast between 
developed and less-developed economies 
in the world and in Europe, (ii) the attrac-
tiveness of London as a Eurocity (Favell, A. 
2008) and a global city (Sassen, S. 2001), and 
(iii) the economic crisis. Italy itself is divided 
in two, a “developed” North and a “less de-
veloped” South. 

In this paper we analyse the mobility of 
Italian young people (aged 15 to 34 years 
old), during the last two decades (1995–2014), 
toward eight countries in the European 
Union characterized by different profiles in 
terms of attractiveness to migrants: the UK, 
Germany and Sweden (characterized by high 
mobility, high income, and high capacity for 
attracting immigration); Latvia, Romania 
and Slovakia (characterized by high out-

bound mobility, medium-low income, and 
low capacity for attracting immigration) and 
Ireland and Spain (characterized by high mo-
bility, medium-high income, and a tempo-
rally and spatially discontinuous capacity for 
attracting immigrants). The analysis focuses 
on the sizes of the flows, on the differences 
in gender and location of origin between the 
young and the very young (analysis by area 
will be carried out at the level of provinces). 

Through data analysis at the provincial 
level we intend to test the hypothesis that 
the recent international mobility of young 
Italians is induced, mostly, by economic 
factors. We intend to explore the possibility 
that it is motivated by the desire of young 
people to experiment with new lifestyles, 
of enriching language capacity, expanding 
cultural background, and improving skills 
and competencies. In this case, mobility will 
presumably not follow the classical path of 
labour migration characterized by perma-
nent settlement and non-return. We intend, 
also, to verify if southern Italy still represents 
the main area of out-migration, if it is an ho-
mogeneous area, and if there are spatial dif-
ferences in the south. 

Definitions, sources, data

Prior to analysing of the data, a careful de-
scription and discussion of operational choic-
es is provided, i.e., definitions adopted, data 
selected, and indicators chosen for analysing 
the recent dynamics of Italian emigration to 
the eight countries described previously.

Definitions of emigrants and critical issues in 
the use of administrative data

In terms of defining the emigration events 
examined, it should be specified that, both 
at the macro and micro levels, the basic data 
used refer to the transfer of residence abroad 
by persons who are registered with each Ital-
ian municipality’s Population Register Offic-
es. The population register regulation (Law 
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no. 223 of 30 May 1989) requires all citizens 
(Italian and foreign) who reside in Italy to in-
form the Register Office in their municipality 
of changes in their place of usual residence if 
their stay outside Italy lasts for at least one 
year. This rule is also explicitly provided for 
international law, by (EC) Regulation No. 
862/2007 of the European Parliament and 
the Council of Europe of 11 July 2007, which 
governs migration statistics of EU member 
states. In particular, according to the inter-
national definition “Emigrants are people 
leaving the country where they usually re-
side and effectively taking up residence in 
another country. According to the 1998 UN 
recommendations on international migra-
tion statistics (Revision 1), an individual is a 
long-term emigrant if he/she leaves his/her 
country of previous usual residence for a pe-
riod of 12 months or more” (UNECE 1998). 
However, it should be noted that this princi-
ple of mandatory reporting is not always re-
spected in reality, and that the data from the 
population registers in almost every country 
in Europe are often forced to deal with the 
problem of citizens who emigrate without 
reporting their departure. 

Wallgren, A. and Wallgren, B. (2011) 
and Poulain, M. and Herm, A. (2013) point-
ed out that the use of the population register 
to count the usual resident population does 
not automatically solve reporting problems: 
the accuracy of this register is a critical issue. 
Administrative data on a population involve 
problems in reporting due mainly to the dif-
ficulty in recording international migration 
which primarily concerns two main sub-
populations: citizens or foreigners habitually 
living abroad who have official residence in 
the country and usually-resident foreigners 
without legal residence in the country. In 
Italy, nationals living abroad and foreigners 
who have left the country permanently or on 
a long-term basis should be removed from 
the population registers. However, emigrants 
see no reason to notify the authorities of their 
departure. In addition, local authorities have 
an incentive to maintain the stability of their 
population numbers by considering these 

people “temporary” emigrants, so they keep 
them in the registers (Cibella, N. et al. 2015).3

Despite the extent of under-reporting of 
migrations, the data from population regis-
ters are still a valuable source of information 
for analyzing the demographic characteris-
tics, destination countries and regions of ori-
gin of individuals who have moved abroad.

Data and indicators

In the first part of the work, data used to ana-
lyse the evolution of the national mobility of 
Italian citizens abroad during the past two 
decades were taken from the names entered 
in and cancelled from population registers 
for Italian citizens who transferred their 
place of residence abroad from 1995 to 2014. 
For this period, the trends and the size of the 
flows, the main demographic characteristics 
and the destination countries are analysed.

In the second part of the paper, we exam-
ine in detail the provinces of origin from 
transfers of residence. Data are analysed by 
comparing two points in time: the first three-
year period of the new millennium (2002–
2004) and the most recent three-year period 
for which data are available (2011–2013). 

Individual data validated by the Italian 
National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) make 
it possible to calculate indicators that express 
people’s propensity toward international 
migration, across all of Italy’s provinces, as 
well as providing information about gender, 
age, marital status and destination country of 
those who moved. In particular, reference is 
made to the specific migration rates which 
have been calculated by gender and also for 
the younger age groups (15–34 years), and 
by the ratio of the number of emigrants who 
registered their departure abroad in a given 
year and the average of usual resident popu-
lation in their area of origin. This ratio has 
been broken down by gender and age group 
3 It should be noted that neither ISTAT or EUROSTAT 

provide estimates of individuals who permanently 
moved abroad without notifying the local authorities 
of their departure.
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so as to allow for the precise construction of 
specific rates, as well as according to the clas-
sification and division into macro areas of 
destinations. The construction of emigration 
rates makes it possible to create maps focus-
ing on specific periods of time and very fine 
geographical scale.

Moreover, ISTAT carried out an initial trial 
to identify the usual resident population by 
using administrative data for defining the 
new census strategy. ISTAT analysed the 
quality of the registers and identified pat-
terns in the administrative data. These pat-
terns enabled ISTAT to classify individuals 
into specific groups, which also represent the 
“critical” subpopulations to be considered 
when evaluating population register data. 
Data used in the trial came from specific 
administrative sources already stored and 
integrated in the System of Microdata (SIM): 
Municipal Resident Population, Residence 
Permits, Employees and Self-employed per-
sons, Compulsory Education, University 
Students, Retired People, Non-Pension 
Benefits, Income and Taxation. 

The most important subpopulation that 
emerged from the aforementioned assess-
ment is represented by individuals present 
in the population registers without “indica-
tions” from other administrative sources. The 
absence of “indications” in the labour and 
education registers could involve a high risk 
of emigration, especially for younger peo-
ple (Chieppa, A. et al. 2016). For this reason, 
our analysis also considers the provincial 
indicator of young Italians who are listed 
in the population register but for whom the 
available administrative sources offer no di-
rect indication of study and work, nor even 
indirect indications, such as declarations of 
dependent family members of an income-
earning parent.

Results

The early 1990s saw a radical change in the 
dynamics of Italy’s resident population. Pop-
ulation growth began to be almost exclusive-

ly the result of the significant and continuous 
arrival of foreign nationals from abroad. 

The sudden slowdown in flows of Italians 
going abroad, which had begun in the mid-
1970s and also simultaneously led to the re-
cording of significant return flows, seemed to 
have made migration to other countries deci-
sively stagnant. However, with the increase 
of migrants coming from the other European 
Union member countries, which since 1995 
has risen from less than one million to more 
than 3.3 million people (Livi Bacci, M. 2016), 
Italian emigration has made its contribution, 
although mostly in recent years and as a re-
sult of particular conditions.

An overall picture of Italians’ moving abroad 
and their demographic characteristics

Italian citizens’ net migration to and from 
foreign countries was almost null in the 
1995–1998 period and hit a slightly more 
negative low point only for 1999 (–24,000 
persons). At the beginning of the new millen-
nium, and until the end of 2010, the balance 
of Italians abroad alternated somewhat be-
tween positive and negative, but was in any 
case very small; then, suddenly, it exceeded 
50,000 persons in 2013 (Figure 1). 

Several scholars are beginning to discuss 
the “new European mobility” which, encour-
aged by the economic and financial crisis that 
spread through Europe starting in 2007–2008 
and by the stronger process of integration of 
the European Union (EU) –, in fact seems to 
be affected by new conditions of need. As in 
the past, it has also been true in recent years 
that one of the important factors that encour-
age new processes of mobility by Italians, es-
pecially the young, is that of social networks 
that today have new communication tools at 
their disposal in the form of blogs and other 
forums on social networks (Pichler, E. 2015). 

On the whole, from the mid-1990s to 
the end of 2013, about 900,000 Italians left 
Italy (Table 1). The flows that involved EU 
countries account for just under 500,000 
and more than half of those (273,000) chose 
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Fig. 1. In-flows, out-flows and migration balances of Italian citizens, 1995–2014.

destinations among the countries offering a 
strong appeal for migrants (e.g. Germany, 
the United Kingdom and Sweden). In to-
tal, 323,000 Italians have moved to one of 
the eight selected countries, meaning that 
more than two out of three moves involving 
Italians within the EU are directed to one of 
the eight countries examined in this study. 

In the same period, young Italians (aged 
15–34 years) who left Italy and moved to 
an EU member country number more than 
210,000 (44% of the total) and, of these, about 
125,000 (45%) chose a destination country 
with a strong tradition of drawing immi-
grants. The eight selected countries account 
for approximately 147,000 moves abroad by 
young Italians, or almost 70 percent of all 
moves by Italian young people within the 
EU (Table 1).

However, we should not forget that the 
data analyzed in this paper represent, as 
mentioned, an underestimation of interna-
tional migration. For example, looking at 
Germany alone – which, like Italy, has lo-
cal population registers, – it can be seen that 
the Federal Statistical Office of Germany 

counts more than 60,000 Italian citizens in 
the German population registers in 2013 
(Statistisches Bundesamt 2015). It is true that, 
given the presence of Italian citizens in other 
European countries and on other continents, 
we cannot rule out the possibility of arrivals 
in Germany from other countries, but even 
so it appears that the data on cancellations of 
residence provided by the Italian registers is 
far too small (about 12,000 persons in 2013) 
because of citizens who fail to give official 
notification of their departure from Italy.

The distribution by marital status of flows 
of Italians abroad shows an ever-increasing 
proportion of unmarried persons (from 53% 
in 1995–1999 to almost 61% in 2010–2013) 
with much higher values for unmarried indi-
viduals in the youngest age group, as high as 
81 percent in the 2010–2013 period (Table 2).4

4 With reference to the comparison with the total 
resident population in the examined period, it 
should be observed that the share of married people 
represent about 52 percent whereas singles are about 
42 percent. The gender ratio is equal to 93.8 percent 
and the average age is about 41 years for men and 
44 for women.
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In the period from 1995 to 2013, the gender 
ratio of people who moved abroad shows a 
meaningful trend toward balancing out. 
Although the gender ratio of Italians abroad 
continues to show a higher number of males, 
it registered a sharp decrease compared to 
the first half of the 1990s, especially for the 
15–34 age group (the gender ratio dropped 
from nearly 152 males per 100 women in 
1995–1999 to just over 127% in 2010–2013). 

The average age recorded, on the other 
hand, is growing, for both males and fe-
males. An increase of about 2 years has been 
seen from the beginning to the end of the 
period studied. For the youngest age group, 
the average increase is more moderate (about 
one year) but still shows a perceptible overall 
trend of increasing over the years (Table 2). 

In addition, it should be considered that, 
with regard to young Italians moving, from 
1995 to recent years there has been a change 
both in the age distribution of those moving 
and in the number whose destinations are 
among the 8 countries selected as opposed to 
other countries. Through 2004, the 15–24 age 
group shows, in relative terms, a higher inci-
dence as compared with the total number of 
young people in the 15–34 group (Figure 2).

However, in later years a higher incidence 
is observed in the 25–34 age group. This 
changing trend can probably be related to the 
prevalence of mobility for work in more re-
cent years compared to that for study typical 
of the first decade of the period considered. 

Regional aspects of places of origin and 
propensity to move to foreign countries

Aspects of the issue of international mobility 
of Italians related to place of origin have al-
ways interested demographers, geographers, 
and, in general, population scholars, especial-
ly in recent years. However, since Italy under-
went the transition from a labour exporting 
country to one that attracts immigrants, the 
focus on Italian emigration has in fact gradu-
ally waned. With the emergence of an eco-
nomic crisis of major proportions, such as the 
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Table 2. Out-flows of Italian citizens by time period, marital status, gender ratio, average age and age group,  
1995–2013. 

Time period
Marital status

Gender ratio
Average age

single married women men together
Total, in %

1995–1999
2000–2004
2005–2009
2010–2013
1995–2013

53.1
55.9
57.5
60.6
56.8

44.2
41.1
37.6
35.2
39.5

143.2
134.3
132.2
135.9
136.4

31.8
34.6
35.1
33.2
33.7

32.8
34.7
35.9
34.9
34.6

32.4
34.7
35.6
34.2
34.2

Age group 15–34, in %
1995–1999
2000–2004
2005–2009
2010–2013
1995–2013

64.3
71.0
77.1
80.8
73.1

34.7
28.6
22.2
18.8
26.3

151.6
137.1
126.9
127.4
135.8

26.4
26.8
27.4
27.5
27.0

26.3
26.8
27.7
27.8
27.1

26.3
26.8
27.6
27.7
27.1

Source: Our own analysis based on ISTAT data.

Fig. 2. Out-flows of young Italian citizens (aged 15–24 and 25–34) towards 8 selected countries (Germany, Ireland, 
Latvia, Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden and the UK, 1995–2013). Source: Our own analysis based on ISTAT data

one that struck Europe at the end of the first 
decade of 2000, Italian emigration seems to 
have taken off again, arousing a new wave of 
great interest from the scientific community. 

Compared to the past, however, the ambits 
in which Italians are moving internationally 
have changed considerably. In particular, the 
well-known processes typical of economic 
globalization and the markets that inevitably 
involve all areas of the planet, to the process 

of European integration which, until only a 
few months ago, seemed to have removed 
the last political and regulatory obstacles to 
the free movement of persons. To this we 
must also add the succession of new forms 
of communication and new communication 
tools, such as social networks, which can fa-
cilitate, at least at the beginning, processes of 
mobility within the EU. In this new frame-
work, the regional differences and the dif-
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Table 3. Out-flows of 15–34 years old Italian citizens to eight selected host countries by geographical origin, 2002–2013.

Time 
period

Geographical origin
Italy

North-West North-East Centre South Islands
Total, in persons

2002–2004
2005–2007
2008–2010
2011–2013
2002–2013

9,590
10,311
13,193
23,141
56,235

7,563
9,140

11,061
16,848
44,612

7,128
7,848
7,994

12,834
35,804

17,345
11,804
8,784

15,905
53,838

11,881
8,512
6,092

10,191
36,676

53,507
47,615
47,124
78,919

227,165
of which DE-SE-UK

2002–2004
2005–2007
2008–2010
2011–2013
2002–2013

2,682
2,890
3,702
6,278

15,552

2,140
3,119
3,630
5,130

14,019

2,028
2,382
2,410
3,827

10,647

6,233
5,662
3,482
6,165

21,542

4,420
4,979
3,078
5,109

17,586

17,503
19,032
16,302
26,509
79,346

ES-IE
2002–2004
2005–2007
2008–2010
2011–2013
2002–2013

454
1,196
1,612
1,732
4,994

326
920

1,202
1,182
3,630

299
890

1,042
1,168
3,399

406
486
621

1,051
2,564

335
438
548
672

1,993

1,820
3,930
5,025
5,805

16,580
LV-RO-SK

2002–2004
2005–2007
2008–2010
2011–2013
2002–2013

80
45
38

101
264

84
59
67

104
314

81
39
36
72

228

148
21
28
83

280

126
18
19
37

200

519
182
188
397

1,286
Eight countries together

2002–2004
2005–2007
2008–2010
2011–2013
2002–2013

3,216
4,131
5,352
8,111

20,810

2,550
4,098
4,899
6,416

17,963

2,408
3,311
3,488
5,067

14,274

6,787
6,169
4,131
7,299

24,386

4,881
5,435
3,645
5,818

19,779

19,842
23,144
21,515
32,711
97,212

Source: Our own analysis based on ISTAT data.

ferences in economic development that have, 
for decades, characterised Italy can change 
the intensity and characteristics of the cur-
rent trends of Italians moving abroad. 

Therefore, with regard to the youngest peo-
ple of the Italian population, it seems appro-
priate to analyse which geographical areas of 
the country, in the course of the last decade, 
have been most affected by this new emigra-
tion trend, in order to identify the differences 
or similarities to places that traditionally fed 
such movement in the past (Table 3).

From 2002 to 2013, more than 227,000 young 
Italians moved abroad. In absolute terms, the 
geographical area that registered the highest 
number of expatriates was the north-west 

(over 56,000 individuals), followed by the 
south (almost 54,000), the north-east (more 
than 46,000 emigrants) and, finally, the centre 
and the islands (about 36,000 persons from 
each of the two geographical areas).

However, from 2002 to 2013 the northern 
and the central regions recorded a steady and 
continuous increase in the number of Italians 
moving abroad; for the last three-year period, 
the number of expatriates from these two ar-
eas doubled compared to the first two three-
year periods of the millennium. On the other 
hand, for the south and the islands, the val-
ues recorded are certainly significant, but still 
seem to be in line with the flows recorded dur-
ing the first two three-year periods (Table 3).
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Fig. 3. Emigration rates of young Italians (aged 15–34), by province of origin and gender. 
Source: Our own analysis based on ISTAT data.

According to official Italian statistics, dur-
ing the 2002–2013 period, just under 100,000 
Italians moved to one of the eight countries 
examined, and almost 80,000 of these chose 
destination countries with a strong tradition 
of attracting immigrants (e.g. Germany, the 
UK and Sweden).

Looking at the emigration rates by prov-
ince, which have also been calculated by gen-
der, we can analyse the propensity of Italian 
young people, male and female, to emigrate. 
Comparing the first three-year period (2002–
2004) with the last one (2011–2013), very sig-
nificant differences emerge in the propensity 
to emigrate from provinces in Italy. 

In the first years of the 21st century, the 
highest values for average emigration rates 
(ranging from 3 to 8 per thousand), for both 
males and females, are found in certain prov-
inces of the South, especially in Calabria 

(Cosenza, Catanzaro and Vibo Valentia) and 
Sicily (Enna, Caltanissetta and Agrigento). 
In the north, on the other hand, it is espe-
cially certain areas along the border in the 
provinces of Imperia, Bolzano, Pordenone 
and Trieste that show moderately intense 
emigration rates (between 2.0 and 4.7 per 
thousand), which moreover should be con-
sidered in terms of short-range moves across 
the border (Figure 3, a–b).

The situation, however, seems to complete-
ly reverse itself in the 2011–2013 emigration 
rates. This time it is mainly the provinces in 
the north-east, the north-west and the centre 
that show a greater propensity on the part of 
young people to emigrate, with higher levels 
(between 3.5 and 6.3 per thousand) among 
males in some northern provinces. Overall, 
the average intensity of emigration shows 
slightly lower values than those recorded 

2002–2004 2011–2013 

2002–2004 2011–2013 
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in the first three years of the 2000s, but the 
phenomenon is by far more geographically 
widespread. Now emigration by young peo-
ple is also seen in provinces that have been 
a driving force for the country’s economy, 
including some in the Triveneto (Belluno, 
Treviso and Udine) and even the province 
of Bologna, which, for women specifically, 
shows very high emigration rates. Of the 
provinces in the north-west, we can point out 
Lecco, Como and Cremona, where the effects 
of the crisis in recent years have evidently 
been strongly felt in the textile manufactur-
ing sector (Figure 3, c and d). 

Among the provinces in the central region, 
those whose average emigration rates are sig-
nificant, include certain provinces in Tuscany, 
Umbria and Marche and the province of 
Rome, while in the South the average rate of 
moves abroad involves more men from the 
provinces of Calabria and Apulia, and this is 
even more true with the provinces in Sardinia 
and some in Sicily (e. g. Agrigento and Enna). 

It is interesting, though, that the propensity 
of young Italians to emigrate to one of the 
eight observed countries during the 2011–
2013 period was even more widespread than 
the earlier measured average levels for young 
expatriates to all destinations (Figure 4). 

This means that young Italians, from prov-
inces in the north, south and the islands, 
show a greater propensity to migrate to the 
other eight EU countries than to other pos-
sible destinations. This trend is even more 
pronounced for young men, for whom 
migration rates are very significant in the 
southern provinces on the Adriatic side (e. 
g. Chieti, Campobasso, Foggia, Brindisi), and 
in the provinces of Basilicata and Calabria  
(Figure 4, b and d).

Campania, and in particular its provinces 
Salerno, Avellino and Benevento, seem to be 
unique in the south, in that, despite tradi-
tionally being areas marked by emigration, 
they do not show significant levels of young 
Italians moving abroad during this most re-
cent period. This situation, which is also wide-
spread in other southern provinces, does cor-
roborate alternative hypotheses regarding the 

“new state of need” which, according to some 
authors, has emerged among young people as 
a result of the recent economic crisis. 

Over the last year, ISTAT has conducted an 
experiment using administrative data from 
multiple sources to define operational cri-
teria for identifying the usual residence of 
individuals in Italy, according to the defini-
tions of usually resident population adopted by 
the European regulations cited above. Based 
on these criteria, the data for persons record-
ed in the population register were matched 
with individual data from all administra-
tive sources available to the institute, using 
a unique code to identify each individual. 
Data were consulted from the archives on 
employment (including contracts for collabo-
ration, employee work and temporary work) 
and self-employment, the archive of students 
enrolled in schools and universities, pension-
ers records, tax statements (including with 
dependent family members), non-pension 
benefits and the archives for residence per-
mits and for domestic work. 

To identify the place of usual residence, 
the date 31 December 2013 was used, and 
indications of the individual’s presence in 
or absence from Italy in the 12 months be-
fore and the 12 months following that date 
were considered. This criterion made it pos-
sible to identify the following critical sub-
populations: persons usually resident in Italy 
but not recorded in the municipal register; 
and individuals who are registered but for 
whom the administrative sources cited above 
nonetheless contain no indications. This sec-
ond group of individuals, in the 15–34 age 
group, includes about 500,000 Italians who 
are largely representative of the so-called 
“NEET generation” (not engaged in educa-
tion, employment or training). This subpop-
ulation without administrative indications 
other than in population registers is, in terms 
of geographical distribution, strongly con-
centrated in the central and southern prov-
inces (Figure 5), or in other words, in areas 
where long-term unemployment and the loss 
of jobs generated by the crisis that began in 
2007–2008 have been most substantial. 
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Fig. 4. Emigration rates of young Italians (aged 15–34) to 8 selected countries (Germany, Ireland, Latvia, 
Romania, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden and the UK), by province of origin and gender. Source: Our own analysis 

based on ISTAT data

Fig. 5. Young Italian citizens (aged 15–34) recorded in municipal population registers, “without indications” 
in other administrative sources, 2012–2014. Source: Our own analysis based on ISTAT data.

2011–2013 

2011–2013 

2002–2004 

2002–2004 
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The thematic map shows that these 
young Italians are highly concentrated in 
the provinces of Lazio, Campania, Sicily 
and Calabria: particularly, the provinces of 
Rome, Naples, Palermo and Crotone. Some 
moderately high numbers of persons with 
Italian citizenship are also found in some 
provinces in the north along the borders with 
Switzerland, France and Austria, but these 
must be considered predominantly in rela-
tion to the phenomenon of frontier workers. 
The major concentration of young people in 
the southern provinces who are not part of 
the labour market should, as a result of the 
still-ongoing economic crisis, feed major mi-
gratory flows toward foreign countries. 

However, we have seen that the emigration 
rates are higher in the northern provinces 
and do not entirely overlap the spatial distri-
bution of social disease of young Italian who 
usually reside in the provinces of the centre 
and the south and who are characterized by 
an higher absence of indications of study and 
work in administrative sources other than the 
population registers. This suggests that the 
recent international migration of Italians is 
not entirely due to the situation of need that 
supposedly emerged from the recent eco-
nomic crisis to which most of the national 
and international scientific literature refers to. 

Discussion and conclusions

Analysis by area of origin at the provincial 
level has demonstrated that it has not been 
only the traditionally underdeveloped areas 
– those in the south of Italy – to see an in-
crease in out-migration, but also regions that 
were prosperous until a few years ago, such 
as those of the north-east and some border 
areas in the Alps. The reason might perhaps 
be found in the Italian industrial system cri-
sis that has hit several areas of the country. 
In the north-east, the crisis involved mainly 
small and medium-sized enterprises, which 
initially reacted by moving operations to ar-
eas of Europe with lower labour costs (East-
ern Europe) and later by shutting down com-

pletely. The south, by contrast, has always 
been one of Italy’s least developed areas. 

However, the crisis aggravated the situa-
tion; between 2007 and 2013, the real GDP 
fell by about 14 percent and there was a drop 
in spending, even on food, in both public and 
private investments and in net capital stock. 
Meanwhile, there was an increase in the un-
employment rate for young people. In the 
15–34 age group, the unemployment rate in 
the south in 2014 was 23.9 percent (SVIMEZ 
2015) and in December 2015 the unemploy-
ment rate for the very young people (aged 
15–24) was 37.9 percent (EUROSTAT 2016b). 
Thus, the instability of the labour market 
increased in the South, but also in Italy in 
general, and this seems to be one of the main 
factors that push young people abroad. 

This “instability” is the result of the fact 
that the principles of “flexicurity” being bor-
rowed from the countries of Northern Europe 
and applied in the Mediterranean countries. 
However, when transferred to a less-devel-
oped welfare system slow to adapt to new 
job profiles because of the new employment 
contracts used, in order to lower labour costs, 
these resulted in instability instead of flex-
ibility (Raffini, L. 2014). Therefore, in Italy 
and in other Mediterranean countries, there 
is a generation of young people caught in the 
“trap” of job insecurity (Murgia, A. 2010), 
a generation living their lives in a series of 
unstable or temporary jobs that do not allow 
them to plan secure futures. 

As regards the United Kingdom, in recent 
decades, emigrants moving to London from 
Italy were primarily young people going to 
study in prestigious universities or highly 
qualified workers going to work in banks, fi-
nance companies and hedge funds, insurance 
companies, legal companies and universities; 
these were the Eurostars described by Favell, 
A. (2008). Today in London, however, there 
are also young Italians who cannot find op-
portunities in Italy. Finding employment in 
London is easy, but contracts are often tem-
porary or part-time, the work is strenuous 
and wages are relatively low. The minimum 
wage for people over the age of 22 is £ 6.50. 
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They are working in low-level jobs: bartend-
ers, waiters, chefs, deliverymen, dishwashers, 
receptionists and bellboys (McKay, S. 2015). 

Young Italians moving to Germany today 
have a higher level of education than those 
of past decades and, above all, good social 
and personal relationships and an excellent 
level of integration. Despite their qualifica-
tions and degrees, they are working in low-
skilled jobs – services, especially in food ser-
vice and customer care – often intermittent 
or temporary, alternating periods of work 
and periods of unemployment, periods in 
Germany and periods in Italy or in other 
countries (Quadrelli, F. 2014).

But if the labour situation abroad in the 
most attractive countries is so difficult, why 
do Italian youth want to relocate? Part of 
the answer can be found in some recent 
studies on Italian graduates (King, R. and 
Conti, F. 2013; King, R. et al. 2014, 2016b) 
that point out how young Italians are fleeing 
from something intangible as well as from 
economic stresses and employment crisis. 
They are running away from a system they 
call “gerontocratic”, “clientelist”, “corrupt” 
and “not merit-based”, where finding a job 
requires “recommendations” and networks 
of personal connections. There is also a flight 
from the “Italian mentality” which is defined 
as “provincial” and “narrow-minded”. 

It is important to observe how the social 
composition of the young Italians who move 
abroad has changed. Young Italians – and 
young people from Mediterranean Europe 
in general who move to Northern European 
countries – are born Europeans, with a sense 
of European identity and previous experi-
ence abroad from their time as students (the 
Erasmus Generation); treat the EU as the 
larger space in which they see their futures. 
These young people experience Europe as 
an open space and a single labour market 
within which one can move freely. Therefore, 
they see themselves as mobile citizens, not as 
migrants, and they see their future as open 
– open to the stability of their destination 
country, open to returning to their country 
of origin, open to moving to new destina-

tions (Raffini, L. 2014; Zurla, P. 2014). At 
the same time, however, it should be noted 
that for Mediterranean young people there is 
a very fine line between being “compelled” 
to move and “desiring” to move. Raffini, L. 
(2014) points out that, on the one hand, high-
ly qualified young people, once they move, 
have the opportunity to work in stimulat-
ing and cosmopolitan environments and to 
develop transnational relationships but, on 
the other hand, they experience a sense of 
instability and uncertainty about future work 
and building a family. 

In interpreting the phenomenon of the 
mobility of Italian young people, we must 
bear in mind the trends, but also the abso-
lute values. In terms of the latter, even we 
wonder, following Livi Bacci, M. (2014), if 
indeed, we can speak of a real brain drain. 
Livi Bacci notes that, according to the most 
recent surveys, the international mobility 
of doctoral students is rather low (6.4% of 
Italians who earned PhDs in 2004 and 2007 
were living abroad at a point five years or 
three years after having completed the de-
gree) and mobility among university gradu-
ates is even lower (one year after earning a 
graduate degree, 4% were working abroad). 
A closer look reveals, furthermore, that 
PhDs and university graduates belong to 
the privileged classes of Italian society and 
that those who move abroad come from the 
families with the highest incomes and edu-
cation levels; the experience of mobility is 
for those who do not have a concrete need. 
In addition, in 2014, for the first time since 
2008 the percentage of graduates returning 
from abroad (34.7% of the total) was higher 
than the percentage of university graduates 
who moved abroad (30% of the total) (ISTAT 
2015). We will have to wait for final data for 
2015 to check whether the trend has reversed 
itself or whether this was an isolated case.

In this paper we’ve shown that an in-
crease in the international youth migration 
of Italians took place after the financial and 
economic crisis started. Data have shown 
that new areas of origin have emerged in 
the recent years and that the Mezzogiorno 
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(south) cannot be considered a homogeneous 
unit but should be considered as a composite 
and complex system – not one Mezzogiorno 
(south), then, but multiple Mezzogiorni 
(south(s). Our analysis has also shown that 
several factors contribute to youth mobility 
and that the economic factors may not al-
ways be the most important ones. Further 
researches at a finer spatial scale, including 
qualitative analysis, will be necessary to 
deepen our conclusions. 
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