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Temporary youth mobility: motivations and benefits from a life-
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ABSTRACT
Temporary mobility experiences, such as linguistic stays, volunteering, or
backpacking have become popular among young adults. This article takes
a life-course perspective to understand young adults’ motivations for
becoming temporarily mobile, as well as the perceived benefits. We
analyse data from an almost entire cohort of Swiss men (N = 40,503)
and a representative sample of 2,000 young women. First, we provide a
descriptive analysis of young adults’ motivations for and perceived
benefits of temporary mobility. Second, we focus on the young men
and establish a typology of motivations, revealing utilitarian, hedonistic,
and opportunistic dimensions. Three groups of young adults with
different motivations and perceived benefits are identified: the
Professionals, the Curious, and the Pragmatic. Our results highlight that
motivations relate to young adults’ life-course trajectories and vary
mainly according to previously accumulated mobility capital. Many
young adults with low mobility capital seek to accumulate it in order to
gain professional advantage.
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1. Introduction

An increasing number of young adults pursue a temporary mobility experience, such as going
abroad to learn a new language or taking a gap year (Haldimann, Heers, and Rérat 2021; King
and Raghuram 2013; Smith, Rérat, and Sage 2014; Van Mol and Timmerman 2014; Zimmermann
and Neyer 2013). Temporary mobility can be educational, professional, or cultural, but excludes
holidays. It is characterised by a return planned from the start.

Motivations to engage in temporary mobility typically relate to education, personal develop-
ment, or lifestyle factors (Deakin 2014; Waters and Brooks 2011). Motivations and benefits often
overlap in the sense that fulfilled motivations tend to become benefits. They include the develop-
ment of personal and professional competencies, such as language skills and autonomy (Frändberg
2015).

Educational institutions, particularly universities, consider temporary mobility as beneficial and
promote it (Findlay et al. 2006). Simultaneously, policymakers increasingly attempt to allow
broader populations to embark on temporary mobility experiences: the European Union (EU)
has launched the programme DiscoverEU, encouraging 18-year-olds to travel around Europe.
Both conceptually and for policymaking, more evidence is needed on the motivations of broader
populations of young adults for becoming temporarily mobile and on their benefits. Existing studies
tend to focus on university students (e.g. Findlay et al. 2006; Grabowski et al. 2017; King and Ruiz-
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Gelices 2003) and high school students spending a school year abroad (Carlson, Gerhards, and
Hans 2017; Weichbrodt 2014).

Prior research shows that participation in temporary mobility is selective, particularly in terms of
socio-economic background (Carlson, Gerhards, and Hans 2017; King et al. 2011). More knowledge
is needed about the factors that lead to different motivations for temporary mobility among young
adults, particularly beyond student populations. This study sets out with a life-course approach, to
account for the heterogeneity of the young adult population and the multiple factors shaping motiv-
ations for temporary mobility. Our theoretical framework builds on a triple biography, consisting of
individuals’ socio-familial, educational/professional, and mobility trajectory (Rérat 2014). This per-
spective provides a distinct but complementary one on temporary mobility, which can be motivated
by and have repercussions on factors related to the family environment, professional and/or edu-
cational choices, and by mobility capital. Thereby, we also contribute to filling the gap on the mobi-
lity dimension in life-course theory (Findlay et al. 2015).

We address the research questionsWhat are the motivations that drive temporary mobility, what
are the perceived benefits of these stays, and how are they related to young adults’ life-course?We use
data from the Swiss Federal Survey of Adolescents (FORS 2020), providing information on an almost
entire cohort of Swiss men aged 18–20 (N = 40,503) and on a representative sample of 2,126 women
of the same age-group. We establish motivation profiles that allow us to assess the multiple motiv-
ations that are often pursued when undertaking mobility, the roles that individuals’ life-course tra-
jectories play therein, and how young adults benefit from those experiences.

2. Conceptual framework

2.1. Motivations for and benefits of temporary youth mobility

Motivations for and benefits of temporary mobility are closely related. In this study, we consider
young adults’ perceived benefits as the realisation of initial motivations. Additionally, unanticipated
benefits can result from temporary mobility. The most common motivations are learning or
improving a foreign language and cultural exploration (King and Ruiz-Gelices 2003). These factors
can enhance employment opportunities (Bagnoli 2009; Carlson, Gerhards, and Hans 2017; Deakin
2014; Findlay et al. 2006; Grabowski et al. 2017). Sometimes, young adults consider temporary
mobility a way to have ‘the time of their lives’ (Weichbrodt 2014, 9). Prior research highlights an
interesting paradox: youth mobility can accelerate the process of attaining independence, confi-
dence, and autonomy (Deakin 2014). Simultaneously, it can be a strategy for prolonging the period
of adolescence (Frändberg 2015). Often, individuals have several motivations for the same mobility
experience (Deakin 2014; King and Ruiz-Gelices 2003; Weichbrodt 2014).

When focusing on the benefits of temporary mobility the latter is considered retrospectively.
Temporary mobility forces young adults to navigate outside their comfort zone, which stimulates
self-discovery (Bagnoli 2009). Studies attest to the benefits of temporary mobility experiences in
terms of long-term personal and social consequences (Ogden, Streitwieser, and VanMol 2021; Zim-
mermann and Neyer 2013). While the literature has identified some benefits of temporary mobility
(Ogden, Streitwieser, and Van Mol 2021), more research is needed on the relationship between
initial motivations and benefits.

2.2. Life-Course trajectories and motivations for temporary mobility

Temporary mobility is the result of complex and longitudinal processes and events in young adults’
life-courses (Carlson 2013). This approach allows us to structure the complex set of events that
eventually lead to a temporary mobility and to account for three interdependencies (Heinz, Hui-
nink, and Weymann 2009): (1) an interdependence of the past, the present, and the future;
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(2) an interdependence between individuals’ different spheres of action; and (3) a multi-level inter-
dependence between individual action and political, economic, social, and cultural contexts.

We assume that young adults’ life-courses give rise to a (set of) motivation(s) for temporary
mobility. Different life-course characteristics may lead to different motivations for a mobility
experience and, thereby, affect the nature of and the benefits from a temporary mobility. To appre-
hend the mechanisms leading young adults to become temporarily mobile, we start from a triple
biography and decompose young adults’ life-courses into three trajectories: the socio-familial tra-
jectory, the educational/professional trajectory, and the mobility trajectory (Rérat 2014).

The socio-familial trajectory consists of individuals’ social class, family composition, age, and
gender. Young people from higher social classes are more mobile (Findlay et al. 2012; King et al.
2011; King and Raghuram 2013), mostly because mobility requires financial resources. Given easier
access to temporary mobility for individuals from better-off backgrounds (Carlson, Gerhards, and
Hans 2017; Findlay et al. 2012), they may also have different motivations for temporary mobility
compared to those from lower social classes, as well as different outcomes (Hurst 2018). For
example, young adults from higher social class backgrounds can more easily afford a period
away for cultural reasons, while those from more disadvantaged backgrounds can be expected to
undertake a stay with more tangible and employment-related returns. This assumption is based
on literature showing that parents from better-off backgrounds tend to have different child-rearing
strategies (Gerhards 2017; Lareau 2011), which are likely to also involve encouraging their children
to engage in temporary mobility. Parents from higher social classes are often more aware of the
potential returns of temporary mobility in the labour market, and may therefore be more likely
to encourage a stay (Carlson, Gerhards, and Hans 2017). With increasing age, professional motiv-
ations for temporary mobility are likely to become more important. Gender may be regarded as
another constituent of the socio-familial trajectory. The migration literature posits that women
are more mobile than men (Netz et al. 2021; Pietro 2021; Van Mol 2021) and has shown that
they are motivated differently: men cite employability more often, while women refer more often
to cultural discovery and personal reasons (Deakin 2014; Tompkins et al. 2017).

The educational/professional trajectory stresses that education and professional aspirations are
major mobility drivers (Netz and Finger 2016; Smith, Rérat, and Sage 2014). Often, opportunities
for temporary mobility are embedded in educational pathways. University education provides more
mobility opportunities than other educational trajectories, and mobility experiences are generally
well-perceived when entering the labour market (Waters 2009). Educational and professional tra-
jectories also define how much time young adults have to embark on a mobility experience.

The mobility trajectory concerns the mobility history of young adults and their families; includ-
ing migration, residential mobility, or holidays. Individuals learn to be mobile by accumulating
mobility experiences (Carlson 2013; Carlson, Gerhards, and Hans 2017). The literature refers to
this phenomenon as mobility capital (Murphy-Lejeune 2003), which represents the mechanisms
that facilitate mobility through the accumulation of experiences, such as the habit of moving,
encountering otherness, or being able to cope in different contexts. Kaufmann and Widmer
(2005) show that mobility capital can be transmitted intergenerationally. The notion of capital
also relates to the possibility of exchanging mobility capital for another capital later (e.g. economic,
in terms of employability). We define mobility capital as the accumulation of different mobility
experiences, composed of specific knowledge and skills that have been acquired in the past and
that facilitate mobility experiences. Hence, mobility capital encompasses the mobility trajectory
as well as elements from the other trajectories – in particular, language skills and having relatives
abroad. Having accumulated mobility capital tends to incite another stay and facilitates actually
embarking on a new stay. An exception to this phenomenon is migration, because migrants tend
to be socioeconomically disadvantaged (Netz and Sarcletti 2021). Thus, motivations for temporary
mobility may vary depending on the accumulation of various previous mobility experiences. Yet,
starting to accumulate mobility capital can be a motivation in itself for embarking on temporary
mobility.

CHILDREN’S GEOGRAPHIES 3



3. Context, data and method

3.1. Data and samples

The context of our study is Switzerland, situated centrally in Europe and closely tied to its neigh-
bouring countries. Its globalised economy and four linguistic regions require individuals to have a
good understanding of several languages in order to integrate into the labour market.

We use secondary data from the 2016–2017 edition of Swiss Federal Survey of Adolescents (FORS
2020), covering young adults’ life-courses trajectories and mobility experiences. The data collection
was administered in two parts, drawing on two different populations. The first part took place
during the recruitment procedure for the Swiss military. This is mandatory for young Swiss men
between 18 and 20 years old (N = 40,503)1 and determines their potential fit for a basic four-
month military service. Despite mandatory participation in the recruitment, we do not expect sig-
nificant response bias. The focus of the survey was on temporary mobility experiences, which is
unrelated to the recruitment (the military service itself is not considered temporary mobility),
and it was conducted by military-independent survey experts trained to administer the survey. Par-
ticipants were informed that their answers would only be accessible to researchers (Ferrez and van
den Hende 2019).

The second part of the data stems from a representative sample of 2,126 young women drawn
from the Swiss population.2 Experts were responsible for administering the same questionnaire as
filled in by the men with a certain number of young women, aged 18 and 19, determined to be
representative based on regionally stratified registry data.3 The male population is weighted to
have a sample size comparable to that of the women – this allows us to compare both samples.
Due to its smaller size, the female sample could not be included in all steps of the analysis.

3.2. Definitions

3.2.1. Temporary mobility
In the survey, temporary mobility was defined as a stay of more than three weeks, carried out by an
individual aged 12 or older, without parents and without a purely touristic objective (Stam and
Rérat 2019). These sojourns can be educational (e.g. language stays or study exchanges), pro-
fessional (e.g. internships or employment), or cultural (e.g. backpacking trips), and must have
been carried out abroad or in another Swiss linguistic area. The latter entails living in another lin-
guistic and cultural context and is, therefore, similar to a mobility experience abroad. Including an
analysis of intra-national temporary mobility in a multilingual country represents an important
addition to the literature, which usually focuses on international temporary mobility. The data con-
tain detailed information about the stays: the purpose, the moment in the life-course, age at the time
of the stay, duration, whether the respondent left alone, with friends, or with family members
(except parents), and destinations (see Table 1). If respondents had had more than one stay,
they were asked to refer to the most recent one. We analyse two subsamples. The first consists
of young men who had had an experience of temporary mobility (N = 5,732; 14.3% of the male
sample), while the second consists of women with a mobility experience (N = 449; 21.4% of the
female sample).

Most sojourns were linguistic stays and took place during respondents’ free time (Table 1). Most
respondents were between 16 and 18 years old. The duration of men’s stays was mostly up to two
months, while women’s stays tended to be somewhat longer.4 The majority of respondents carried
out their stays alone. More respondents went abroad as opposed to staying in Switzerland. The most
common destinations were the English-speaking UK and USA and Switzerland’s neighbouring
countries (Germany, France, and Italy). Respondents were also retrospectively asked about motiv-
ations for temporary mobility. To minimise the risk of memory bias, they were presented with a
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closed list of potential motivations. The same applies to benefits, which were asked about in a sub-
sequent question to avoid participants tailoring their motivations to benefits.

3.2.2. Motivations for and benefits of temporary mobility
Motivations for temporary mobility are defined as follows. Respondents with a temporary mobility
experience were asked to indicate the motivation(s) that applied to their stay. They were presented
with eleven motivations and answered on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree. To measure the benefits of temporary mobility six items were presented, with the
same 5-point Likert scale.

Table 1. Characteristics of men’s and women’s temporary mobility (Nmen = 5,732; Nwomen = 449; percentages).

Characteristics of temporary mobility Men Women

% %

Type of stay Linguistic stay as part of schooling 22 27
Linguistic stay outside the framework of school 26 31
Secondary or university studies 5 7
Professional training 4 1
Employment/paid internship 3 8
Unpaid employment (or internship) 2 2
Stay with relatives 7 3
Backpack adventure trip or the like 8 6
Other cultural stays 11 6
Missing 12 9

Moment in life-course At a time of transition 21 35
During holidays 40 32
In the course of training/employment 27 26
Other 6 4
Missing 6 4

Age at time of stay 12–13 5 4
14–15 12 15
16–17 38 53
18–19 34 27
20+ 8 0
Missing 3 2

Duration <1 month 30 18
1–2 months 36 35
3–4 months 10 12
5–6 months 7 8
7–12 months 12 24
> 12 months 4 2
Missing 1 1

With whom* Alone 58 72
Family members (except parents) 17 8
Friends 15 12
Colleagues/schoolmates 10 7
Other 3 4

Destinations* In Switzerland 16 27
In another country 85 73
Missing 2 1

Destination UK 19 14
country* USA 15 8

Other English-speaking countries 14 25
Germany 12 7
France 10 7
Italy 5 2
Other 60 45
Missing 13 27

Total (N/%) 5,732 100 449 100

Note: All individuals with temporary mobility experiences are included. * indicates that the items of these variables add up to
more than 100% as respondents could select several items. For example, individuals can have visited France and Germany
during the same temporary mobility.
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3.2.3. Life-Course trajectories
Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics for the three life-course trajectories for men and
women. While women are not included in the main analyses, getting an idea of the comparability
of the male and female sample helps us to make assumptions about women’s potential motivation
profiles.

The socio-familial trajectory is composed of respondents’ highest parental educational attain-
ment (of either parent) and the financial situation during childhood; age at the time of the survey;
whether the respondent has experienced a parental divorce; is in a relationship; and/or left the par-
ental home. The educational/professional trajectory comprises information on the number of
languages spoken, the current level of education or the highest level achieved for those who are
no longer in education, and professional status. Finally, the mobility trajectory includes the follow-
ing indicators: whether the respondent was born abroad; whether at least one parent was born
abroad; whether the respondent has moved and how far; the number of visited countries (including
all types of mobility); whether one of the parents has worked or studied abroad; and if the individual
has immediate or extended family abroad. It also includes the residential context, that is, the lin-
guistic regions, and a rural-urban gradient of the place of residence.

Individuals’ mobility capital cuts through the life-course trajectories. Mostly it is part of the
mobility trajectory, that is, respondents’ own past mobility experiences. Additionally, their families’
past mobility experiences play an important role in terms of having immediate or extended family
abroad, as well as language skills.

3.3. Analytic strategy

Our empirical analysis consists of two steps. First, we describe the motivations for and benefits
of stays. Second, we establish profiles of young men with similar motivations for temporary
mobility. While the second set of analyses does not allow for the inclusion of women, we specu-
late on women’s potential motivation profiles. To create the motivation profiles, we apply a
principal component analysis (PCA) that reduces the information and synthesises the 11 motiv-
ation items into a small number of dimensions. The dimensions derived from the PCA are then
used in a ‘two-step cluster’ analysis to divide the population into groups of young adults sharing
the same motivations. Three clusters were chosen based on the AIC and BIC criteria5, as well as
on the interpretation of the results. Each cluster can then be described in terms of the intensities
of the PCA-dimensions. Finally, we use a multinomial logistic regression to examine how the
different motivation groups differ from each other in terms of life-course trajectories
(Table 2). The results can be accessed in the online supplementary material (OSM). Information
on characteristics of the mobility experience (Table 1) is used to further differentiate the groups.
With this set of analyses we assess who tends to act upon which motivations with a single
temporary move, along with individuals’ life-courses characteristics, and how this relates to per-
ceived benefits.

4. Results

4.1. Motivations and perceived benefits of temporary mobility

4.1.1. Motivations
Young men’s most common motivations for a temporary mobility relate to personal development,
the acquisition of linguistic skills, and cultural discovery: many left to have a new adventure, learn a
new language, discover a new culture, become independent, and enjoy life (Table 3). For this age
group the acquisition of language skills is at the intersection of a cultural experience and obtaining
professional qualifications, even more in a multilingual country such as Switzerland. Other pro-
fessional skills are probably abstract to them. Overall, profession-related motivations were less
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for life-course trajectories for men and women with a temporary mobility experience (percentages).

Men Women
% %

Sociofamilial trajectory
Parental education
(Highest level of both parents’ education)

Mandatory 2 1
Secondary professional 17 23
Secondary general 13 12
Tertiary 61 61
Unknown 6 3

Financial situation in childhood Modest 22 20
Good 78 80

Age 18 30 68
19 39 32
20 17 0
21+ 14 0

Parental separation 26 23
In a relationship 35 36
Left parental home 7 2
Family Abroad No family abroad 49 49

immediate family 15 8
Extended family 36 44

Educational/Professional trajectory
Number of languages spoken 1 3 4

2 or 3 64 61
4 or more 33 35

Educational level Mandatory 3 2
Secondary professional 33 25
Secondary general 52 65

Tertiary 11 9
Professional status In education, working 24 22

Working, not in education 59 66
In education, not working 11 6
Not in education, not working 7 6

Mobility trajectory
Country of birth Switzerland 91 95

Europe 3 3
Other 6 2

Parents’ birth place Both in Switzerland 58 73
At least one abroad 42 27

Moves by distance None 27 34
In the same canton 48 45
To another canton 14 12
To/from another country 11 9

Number of foreign countries visited None 0 0
1–2 1 2
3–5 13 14
6–10 39 41
More than 10 47 44

Parents studied/worked abroad No 46 62
Yes 48 37
Don’t know 6 1

Family Abroad No family abroad 49 49
Immediate family 15 8
Extended family 36 44

Linguistic region German-speaking 73 63
French-speaking 19 31
Italian-speaking 8 5

Urban-rural gradient Rural municipalities 19 31
Periurban and suburban areas 49 37
Small towns and regional centres 11 16
Big and medium cities 21 16

Total (N/%) 4,964; 100 395; 100

Note: The numbers of observations differ from those in Table 1. Here, only respondents with information on all variables are
included. For the male sample, this refers to the analysis sample included in the PCA and cluster analysis.
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common for men’s stays. Yet, more than a third left to improve their chances on the job market.
Almost a third wanted to benefit from the time they had before starting a new educational pro-
gramme or job. Around a fifth left to visit family or friends.

Women are more likely than men to engage in mobility for becoming independent, having a new
adventure, and taking distance from their current lives. While previous studies suggest that men’s
motivations are more professionally focused than women’s (Deakin 2014), we observe no signifi-
cant gender differences along these lines. Few men and women refer to a lack of alternatives as a
motivation.

4.1.2. Perceived benefits
Men and women rank the benefits similarly, yet women claim to benefit somewhat more (Table 4).
While being important for both men and women, more women said that they benefitted in terms of
improving linguistic as well as personal skills. Women also more often broadened their social net-
works. Men are more likely to become mobile again; both men and women cited professional skills
least. For both women and men, a mobility experience changed their perspective on life and future
projects, demonstrating that a temporary mobility experience is a crucial event in young adults’ life-
courses. This finding is supported by the observation that a stay encourages another similar experi-
ence: More than three-quarters intend to carry out another stay.

Table 3. Motivations for temporary mobility for men and women (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree), means and standard
deviations (SD).

Men Women

Mean SD Mean SD

Have a new adventure 4.16 1.16 4.48*** 0.8
Learn a new language 3.94 1.40 4.47*** 1.09
Discover a new culture 3.75 1.29 3.94* 1.17
Become independent 3.43 1.35 3.91*** 1.09
Enjoy life before having too many responsibilities 3.43 1.35 3.28 1.3
Improve chances on the job market 2.82 1.53 2.82 1.42
Time before education/employment 2.38 1.61 2.28 1.61
Obtain professional skills 2.44 1.44 2.38 1.32
Join family/friends 2.12 1.55 1.72*** 1.32
Take distance 2.19 1.41 2.49** 1.50
Didn’t know what else to do 1.76 1.26 1.58* 1.14
Number of observations Nmin = 5,480; Nmax=5,571 Nmin = 437; Nmax=443

Note: The number of observations differs across items, therefore, we have indicated the minimum and maximum number of
observations per sub-sample. The items are ordered by importance for men’s stays.

*/**/*** refers to 0.05/0.01/0.001 significance levels of the results from t-tests comparing men to women.

Table 4. Perceived benefits of temporary mobility (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree), means and standard deviations (SD).

Men Women

Mean SD Mean SD

Improved language skills 4.07 1.313 4.41*** 1.028
Acquired personal skills 4.02 1.145 4.32*** 0.91
Encourage other stays outside region 4.09 1.222 3.29* 1.047
Expanded social network 3.91 1.259 4.15** 1.053
Changed the way of looking at life and future plans 3.24 1.385 3.31 1.276
Acquired professional skills 2.56 1.466 2.51 1.297
Number of observations Nmin = 5,580;

Nmax=5,630
Nmin = 444;
Nmax=447

Note: The number of observations differs across items; therefore, we have indicated the minimum and maximum number of
observations per sub-sample. */**/*** refers to 0.05/0.01/0.001 significance levels of the results from t-tests assessing the differ-
ences in means between men and women per item.
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4.2. Motivation groups among mobile young men

The above reveals that various motivations lead young adults to become temporarily mobile. With
respect to their mobility experience, on average, both men and women refer positively to five out of
eleven proposed motivations. As a novelty to the literature, we establish a typology of motivations,
focusing on the sample of young men with a mobility experience (N = 5,235).

The PCA reduces the eleven motivations for temporary mobility into three underlying dimen-
sions (see Table OSM1). We call the first dimension hedonism, characterised by motivations relat-
ing to experiencing something new, discovering a new culture, enjoying life, and becoming
independent. The second dimension is opportunism: the underlying motivations are using the
time available to join family and/or friends, to distance oneself from the situation one was experi-
encing, to take advantage of the time available before the start of a new training or job, as well as a
lack of alternatives. The third dimension is utilitarianism: the motivations relate to the development
and acquisition of skills to increase future labour market chances. The motivation of learning a
language is represented in both the utilitarianism and hedonism dimensions but plays a relatively
weak role for both.

Next, a cluster analysis is applied to the three dimensions. Based on this we split the respondents
into three groups: the Curious (34%, N = 1,778), the Professionals (39%, N = 2,020), and the Prag-
matic (27%, N = 1,437). Figure 1 presents the levels of the different motivation dimensions in
terms of factor scores for each motivation cluster.

The average factor scores can take negative or positive values, indicating the relative significance
of each PCA-dimension for the respective cluster in comparison to the other groups. The higher the
value, the more important this motivational dimension is for the respondents in that cluster; the
lower the value, the less important the motivational dimension. Below, we describe how each
group compares to the other two in terms of motivations and life-course trajectories, as well as
characteristics and benefits of their stays (Table OSM2).

4.2.1. The curious
In comparison to the other groups, the Curious are mostly motivated by hedonism (Figure 1). With
their temporary mobility, these young men wanted to enjoy life, have an adventure, and dive into a
culture. They were less concerned about the acquisition of professional skills and exhibit a lower
degree of utilitarianism.

Figure 1. Average factor scores of the PCA dimensions by motivation groups of young men (N = 5,235).
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With respect to the sociofamilial trajectory, the Curious are younger than the others, indicating
that motivations related to curiosity are predominant earlier in the life-course. Distinctive patterns
appear in terms of the Curious’ mobility trajectory. They have acquired a mobility capital that they
can draw on to engage in a mobility experience and have visited more foreign countries than the
other groups. Moreover, they are more likely to have extended family members abroad, which
may provide them with more opportunities for mobility and may encourage imitation behaviours.
This suggests that another part of their mobility capital stems from their families.

The Curious carry out more adventurous sojourns than respondents in the other groups (Table
OSM1). More than two-thirds have done their stay outside an institutional framework, and more
than half left for a non-professional purpose. A higher proportion than in the other groups left for a
backpacking trip or for other cultural stays. More than half of the Curious’ stays (56%) took place
during holidays6, while this holds significantly less for the other groups. With respect to the desti-
nations, more than a third of the Curious went to countries where the official language is neither
English nor one of the official languages in Switzerland. This suggests that they want to explore
more adventurous destinations rather than increase their employability.

The Curious seem to have benefitted from their stays in terms of personal and linguistic skills, as
well as by broadening their social networks (Table 5). Moreover, the stay usually led to the wish to
leave again. This indicates that their mobility experience further strengthened their mobility capital
and that they want to deploy it again in the future.

4.2.2. The professionals
The Professionals constitute the largest group (39%). They are driven by utilitarian motivations and
focus on increasing their employability. They seem to respond to anticipated labour market
demands and to consider mobility as part of their qualifications.

The Professionals differ from the other groups in the educational/professional trajectory: More
individuals are in education (not working) and they speak more languages. In terms of their mobi-
lity trajectory, they are less likely to have foreign-born parents and, compared to their counterparts
in the other groups they less often have immediate family members abroad. Hence, the Professionals
do not have a mobility capital accumulated by their families, but they accumulate it themselves.

With their mobility the Professionals seek to accumulate skills and to shape their professional
future. More than 95% left for reasons related to skills acquisition, and for 43% the stay was part
of their educational or professional pathway (Table OSM1). Often, they embarked on long stays:
more respondents in this group than in the other groups left for seven months or longer. Almost
two-thirds (63%) of the young men who went abroad went to English-speaking countries (33% to
the UK, 17% to the US, and 13% to other English-speaking countries), 14% went to Germany, and
11% to France. The languages spoken in those countries are important to qualify for the Swiss

Table 5. Perceived benefits of temporary mobility, by motivation groups of young men (1=strongly disagree; 5=strongly agree;
N = 5,235).

Curious Professionals Pragmatic

Benefit Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Improved language skills 3.85 1.36 4.59 0.84 3.67 1.51
Acquired personal skills 3.79 1.1 4.37 0.81 3.66 1.38
Encouraged other stays outside region 4.45 0.93 4.06 1.13 3.68 1.48
Expanded social network 3.86 1.25 4.16 1.07 3.66 1.42
Changed the way of looking at life and future plans 3.06 1.41 3.28 1.34 3.35 1.38
Acquired professional skills 1.59 0.97 3.12 1.43 2.95 1.41
Number of observations 1,778 2,020 1,437
% 34 39 27

Note: t-tests indicate that the differences between the groups (i.e. Curious vs. Professionals, Curious vs. Pragmatic; Professionals
vs. Pragmatic) are statistically significant. The only exception is that the item Changed the way of looking at life and future plans
does not differ significantly between the Professionals and the Pragmatic.
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labour market. They also went more than the other groups to another linguistic region of Switzer-
land (18%).

The Professionals perceive their stays as highly beneficial (Table 5) in terms of linguistic and per-
sonal skills, as well as for a broadened social network and professional skills. While the improve-
ment of professional competencies is less important than other benefits, it is more important
than for the other groups. Moreover, the acquisition of linguistic skills is an important professional
qualification for the age group considered here.

4.2.3. The pragmatic
The third and smallest group is the Pragmatic (27%). They become mobile as the opportunity arises
and are in a phase of their lives where they can easily do it.

The Pragmatic differ in terms of their educational/professional trajectory: they are less often in
general secondary or tertiary education than the others. Hence, they follow educational pathways
with few mobility opportunities and have to create opportunity themselves.

Compared to the other groups, the Pragmatic choose a larger variety of stays. The most popular
type of mobility for this group is linguistic stays outside the framework of school. The stays took
place during an educational or professional transition (33%) or during holidays from work or edu-
cation (40%). They went more often than the other groups to a neighbouring country (40%), and
14% of them went to another linguistic region in Switzerland. This may be for employability reasons
(e.g. learning or improving a second Swiss language), but also because these stays are easier to
organise.

They report fewer benefits than the other groups (Table 5); nevertheless, they agree that the stay
was valuable for all the queried items. Fewer of the Pragmatic than those in the other groups want to
leave again. This reinforces the impression of a profile of young men who use the once-in-a-life-
time opportunity to leave. It seems that the Pragmatic have to put forth the strongest initiative
to carry out a stay, since they lack the mobility capital and institutional framework encouraging
them to leave.

4.2.4. Motivation groups among women
Young women are more motivated by discovering a culture, having an adventure and becoming
independent. It is also notable that they leave less often than men with the motivation that they
do not know what else to do, and they go less often to join friends and family. Therefore, we
would expect a larger female group amongst the Curious and a smaller group of Pragmatic. As men-
tioned above, the professional motivations are the same for men and women. Thus, the group of
Professionals would probably be similar.

5. Conclusion and discussion

This article has shed light on three questions: what motivates young adults to become temporarily
mobile; what are the perceived benefits; and how do their life-course trajectories relate to different
motivations. Moving beyond the population of students, our study provides an in-depth analysis of
the motivations for and benefits of temporary youth mobility by focusing on a broad population.

Young adults become mobile for multiple reasons relating to different life domains. For both
young men and women, personal motivations are more important than professional ones. This
fits with previous research suggesting that temporary mobility allows young adults to engage in
identity work and to learn more about themselves (King et al. 2011), but also broadens the focus
beyond stays carried out by university students.

Based on a large-scale survey, we established a categorisation of mobile young men into three
motivation groups. The Curious, who are motivated by hedonism, want to experience new adven-
tures and explore different cultures. The Professionals put forward utilitarian reasons. The Prag-
matic benefit from an opportunity before starting a new education programme or profession,
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take distance from their current life, and are somewhat concerned about their future and the acqui-
sition of professional skills.

There are few differences between the three groups’ socio-familial trajectories. The Curious are
younger, suggesting that this set of motivations is more relevant earlier in the life-course. Interest-
ingly, the two indicators of social class do not significantly relate to the motivation categories. How-
ever, we have focused on the mobile part of the population, a selective group in terms of social class
(Findlay et al. 2012; King et al. 2011; King and Raghuram 2013). Another potential reason for the
absence of this relationship is that mobility capital – which encompasses skills and ease of travel – is
indeed more decisive than social class.

The educational/professional trajectory is a strong determinant for mobility motivations. The
Professionals tend to be enrolled in an education programme (not working) and speak more
languages; the Pragmatic are less often in general secondary or tertiary education. Overall, for
the Professionals, temporary mobility represents a way to accumulate skills and knowledge, and
it is also at that level that they benefit most.

Our study provides novel insights about the importance of mobility capital (Murphy-Lejeune
2003). The stays of the Curious are mostly driven by their mobility trajectory. They already possess
a significant mobility capital, they seem comfortable coping in different contexts, allowing them to
easily carry out stays outside an institutional framework early in their lives. Their mobility capital
seems to be transmitted by the family through mobility opportunities or potential imitation beha-
viours. The Professionals have not received such a capital from their parents but have started to
accumulate it themselves. The Pragmatic take advantage of an opportunity to carry out a temporary
mobility and thereby accumulate their own mobility capital. Overall, motivations for temporary
mobility are closely linked to young men’s mobility capital, or a lack thereof. Based on their mobi-
lity capital, the three groups also choose different destinations: the Pragmatic tend to go to neigh-
bouring countries, the Professionals go more often to English-speaking countries, and the Curious
to more adventurous destinations.

All groups report significant benefits from temporary motility. The Curious are the most encour-
aged to embark on further stays in the future. This motivation is probably strengthened by the sub-
stantial mobility capital they have acquired during their life-course favouring future stays. In line
with their rather adventurous stays, they report fewer professional benefits. The Professionals
benefited from better linguistic and personal skills, and an expanded social network: they seem
to have achieved their goals, and their mobility capital is increased. Finally, the Pragmatic report
fewer benefits than the other groups. This may be explained by their low mobility capital, which
did not allow them to benefit from their stays as much as the other groups. In contrast, it allowed
them to change the way they look at life and their future plans.

Better understanding why young adults embark on a temporary mobility is crucial for policy-
making and for improving programmes. Existing programmes tend to be tailored towards young
people falling mostly into the category of the Professionals (e.g. Erasmus). Other young people
more easily initiate mobility by themselves, here represented by the Curious. Others require
more support to be able to leave, such as the Pragmatic, who take advantage of an opportunity.
The benefits of temporary mobility are lower for this group with less mobility capital. Nonetheless,
to give this group the opportunity to acquire mobility capital policymaking should focus on this
category in order to create opportunities and allow broader access to temporary mobility in the
population. Moreover, the finding that young adults also leave for reasons related to adventure
and curiosity and benefit in terms of language acquisition and other domains should be seen by
future employers as a signal for their efficacy in global labour markets.

This paper focused on young adults who have been mobile. Yet, some young adults may be
motivated but cannot leave. Those individuals are excluded from our analysis. It would be interest-
ing to assess how young adults without a temporary mobility experience would have benefitted
from one. Moreover, the sample of women analysed in our study did not allow for an in-depth
analysis corresponding to that of men. Nevertheless, we were able to formulate some assumptions
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concerning their likely membership in the different motivation groups. A larger sample of data on
women would allow verification of these hypotheses. New longitudinal data longitudinal data
would also be useful to analyse how changing life-course characteristics relate to motivations for
and benefits of temporary mobility. Finally, qualitative data would allow for further exploration
of the observed differences across the motivation groups.

Notes

1. Depending on their educational trajectories, some individuals postpone participation until age 25.
2. While for men the recruitment is mandatory, women can participate in the recruitment on a voluntary basis.

Therefore, they represent a very specific population and were excluded from the analyses (N=263). Moreover,
women included in the study outside the context of the recruitment participated on a voluntary basis; there-
fore, we cannot exclude response bias towards women who are more interested in mobility.

3. Sampled women received several reminders by phone. Their response rate was 70%.
4. The difference was established by a t-test and is statistically significant.
5. AIC and BIC refer to the Akaike and Baysian information criterion respectively.
6. While holidays are not considered a temporary mobility, the stay could occur during a holiday period.
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