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Abstract

Youth temporary mobility occurs for purposes such as volunteering, Erasmus

exchanges and linguistic stays. Although it is increasingly common, a large

proportion of young adults are not mobile. This study is based on a large-scale

survey among young adults in Switzerland. It draws on the concept of motility to

analyse the barriers to temporary mobility, where motility may be defined as a set

of mobility resources that refer to three dimensions: access (e.g., financial means

or time), skills (e.g., languages and self-confidence) and appropriation (e.g., level of

interest). A typology places nonmobile young adults on a continuum between

‘stillness’ (no desire to move) and ‘stuckness’ (unable to move) and identifies four

groups: ‘the constrained’ and ‘the financially challenged’ are often constrained

to a varying extent by their socio-economic background, their educational

pathways and their family network. ‘The locally anchored’ and especially

‘the satisfied stayers’ face fewer constraints and draw more on their own agency

to be nonmobile.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Until recently, nonmobility has been studied as the counterpart of

mobility. It is assumed that being nonmobile in our hyper-connected

societies results from constraints. Despite recent calls to no longer

consider nonmobile individuals as having ‘stayed behind’ or ‘failed to

move’ (Stockdale et al., 2018, p. 1), a major drawback of the current

mobility literature is its focus on mobile individuals and the limited

attention paid to the agency of nonmobile people (Henderson, 2020;

Hjälm, 2014; Stockdale & Haartsen, 2018). This leads to what has

been referred to as a ‘mobility bias’ (Schewel, 2020).

This paper addresses temporary mobility, which is increasingly

popular among young adults particularly for university students

(Frändberg, 2015; R. King & Raghuram, 2013). It covers a variety of

experiences such as Erasmus exchanges, linguistic stays, volunteering

and backpacking. Our definition excludes purely touristic stays. Tem-

porary mobility, compared with other forms of mobility, such as

migration, is easier to do, is characterised by a limited time frame and

is ‘reversible’, as a return is planned (Ravalet, 2012).

Existing research has mostly focused on who is moving (Van

Mol & Timmerman, 2014), on participants' motivations (Baláž &

Williams, 2004; Frändberg, 2015) and on the benefits to them of their

temporary mobility (Clarke, 2004; R. King & Ruiz-Gelices, 2003). Tem-

porary mobility improves language skills and allows young adults to

gain an advantage in the labour market (Deakin, 2014) or to develop

autonomy or flexibility (Baláž & Williams, 2004). Consequently, such

stays are considered positive by employers (Teichler & Janson, 2007).

Yet these stays are not accessible to all young adults, leading to social

inequalities (R. King et al., 2011; Van Mol & Timmerman, 2014;

Waters & Brooks, 2010).
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The literature on spatial mobility and on temporary mobility

has neglected nonmobility and explained it as the consequence of

constraints. Research and policies tend to pay little attention to the

absence of action, as human agency is often recognised in terms of

action (Schewel, 2020). However, scholars have started to address

the agency of nonmobile individuals (Stockdale et al., 2018). None-

theless, explaining nonmobility (or the nonoccurrence of any event)

is more complex than explaining mobility because nonmobility can

result either from constraints (such as limited finances or time) or

from a choice driven by the desire to stay or by other plans. Until

now, the literature has failed to differentiate groups of nonmobile

individuals and to demonstrate that nonmobility also results

from individual agency. However, this topic is highly relevant as

societal pressures to become mobile are increasingly criticised

(Mincke et al., 2019).

This article aims to fill this gap by addressing the following

research question: How can the nonmobility of young people be best

understood in an era of mobility? We extend existing research by ana-

lysing a large-scale survey dedicated to temporary mobility among

young adults. The survey consists of two datasets: an almost full

cohort of 18- to 20-year-old Swiss men (N = 40,418), of which almost

61% have not been temporarily mobile. The second dataset is based

on a complementary and representative sample of 2126 Swiss women

of 18 and 19 years old.

In the next sections, we develop a theoretical framework based

on Kaufmann's (2016) concept of motility to differentiate groups of

nonmobile individuals and to classify them on a continuum between

‘stillness’ and ‘stuckness’ (Cresswell, 2012). A first analysis identifies

the sociodemographic factors that differentiate the (non)mobile young

adults; we then focus on the barriers to temporary mobility stated by

young adults and create a typology of nonmobile young adults. We

then conclude and discuss the findings.

2 | THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 | Motility and nonmobility

The literature on temporary mobility has paid little attention to

nonmobile young adults and to the factors preventing them from

being mobile (for an exception, see Souto-Otero et al. (2013) on Eras-

mus and non-Erasmus students). Given this lacuna and the many

questions that remain open with respect to temporary mobility, our

theoretical framework is informed by the more general literature on

various spatial mobilities.

As conceptualised in the migration literature, nonmobility is not

a decision taken at one specific point in time but is the result of

multiple influences and events over time (Carlson, 2013; De Jong &

Gardner, 1981; Hollywood, 2002; Williams et al., 2018). As

Stockdale et al. (2018) and Hjälm (2014) state regarding residential

moves and migration, nonmobility is renegotiated repeatedly

throughout the life course. Several terms are used to describe

nonmobile individuals; they either relate to a specific type of

mobility, such as non-migrants or stayers (Fernández-Carro &

Evandrou, 2014) or are loaded with negative connotations

(left behind, rooted and tied to place) (Barcus & Brunn, 2009;

Jónsson, 2011). Another commonly used term is immobility

(Schewel, 2020). However, immobility is an overarching term

denoting a lack of movement in general, while in this article, we are

interested in the nonoccurrence of a specific type of mobility, that

is, temporary mobility. We define this as nonmobility. Because not

engaging in temporary mobility does not necessarily mean that indi-

viduals do not engage in other forms of mobility, such as residential

or day-to-day mobility (e.g., commuting), we prefer the term non-

mobility over immobility.

Concerning nonmobile individuals, scholars have attempted to

separate the factors related to a choice to remain nonmobile from

those related to constraints (Coulter et al., 2016; Rérat, 2014;

Stockdale et al., 2018). More recently, Carling and Schewel (2018)

proposed the ‘aspiration-capability framework’, a two-dimensional

framework that considers the capability to be mobile as one dimen-

sion and mobility aspirations as another dimension. Both dimensions

need to be considered jointly to explain why individuals become

mobile or not.

In this article, we build upon Kaufmann et al.'s (2018) motility

framework. Motility represents a ‘set of characteristics that enables

people to be mobile, including physical capacities, social conditions of

access to existing technological and transportation systems, and

acquired skills’ (Kaufmann et al., 2018, p. 199). Motility represents a

mobility potential which may or may not be activated and is com-

posed of three dimensions, each of which may explain why an individ-

ual is mobile or not: access (being able to be mobile), skills (knowing

how to be mobile) and appropriation (wanting to be mobile). These

three dimensions are used to structure the article and to explain the

barriers to temporary mobility.

In addition to motility, we build on Cresswell's (2012) definition

of nonmobility as a continuum between ‘stillness’ (choosing not to

move) and ‘stuckness’ (being prevented from moving). We assume

that stuckness results from a lack of access or skills, whereas stillness

is more likely due to a lack of appropriation or interest in temporary

mobility.

However, interest in temporary mobility also depends on habitus

and therefore on the integration of social norms. Rye's (2011) analysis

of the ‘structured freedom’ concerning rural migration allows us to

understand how interest depends on cultural and economic capital.

Rye draws on Bourdieu's concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 1979) and

analyses the link between social class, social constructions and indi-

viduals' migration plans and preferences. Habitus is a disguise for indi-

viduals, hiding the social mechanisms for interest in a particular

phenomenon. We assume that this may also apply to temporary

mobility. Some social groups may have internalised the norm of non-

mobility and young adults within these groups may therefore be less

motivated to move and may experience stuckness, as their low inter-

est may stem from (unconscious) constraints. We define stillness as

nonmobility that does not result from constraints but from an individ-

ual choice.
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2.2 | Barriers1 to temporary mobility

Research has shown that young adults from higher social back-

grounds are more likely to be temporarily mobile (Findlay

et al., 2012; R. King et al., 2011; Waters & Brooks, 2010). This may

be because parents with higher education (often from a higher social

class) are more likely to value temporary mobility for their children's

personal development and employability (Carlson et al., 2017).

Furthermore, mobility experiences provide in themselves the

opportunity to develop skills that enable further engagement in

temporary mobility, and so children from higher social classes are

more likely to have those skills. Young adults from lower social

classes tend to have fewer resources (access) to enable mobility

(Findlay et al., 2006; Williams et al., 2018) and so are less likely to be

temporarily mobile and less likely to develop the skills involved.

Finally, as mentioned above, interest (appropriation) can depend in

part on social norms and therefore on social class. Thus, social class

relates directly to the three components of motility.

Education is a major enabler of temporary mobility (Smith

et al., 2014). In particular, higher education offers more access

opportunities: compared with their peers who have entered the

labour market, university students usually have more time available

(e.g., during holidays) and more opportunities (through programmes

such as Erasmus) (Findlay et al., 2006; Souto-Otero et al., 2013).

Moreover, temporary mobility experiences may be more valued as a

part of their career paths (Frändberg, 2015; Holdsworth, 2017).

Education can also provide the opportunity to acquire better

language skills, which relates to the skills dimension of motility.

Additional skills are also required to become mobile, such as

self-confidence and not being afraid or reluctant to stay in another

environment (A. King, 2011).

Motility, as well as concepts of mobility capital or spatial

capital (Lévy, 2000; Murphy-Lejeune, 2003; Rérat, 2018;

Schäfer, 2020), implies that mobility is a capital that may be

accumulated through experiences (migration, temporary mobility,

holidays) that favour future mobility (e.g., by learning to cope in

different contexts). In this sense, mobility reproduces itself

(Carlson, 2013) and a lack of experience may lead to a lower

propensity to engage in temporary mobility. Whether an individual

becomes mobile also depends on their wider familial context

(Mulder, 2007) and social network (Beech, 2015; Souto-Otero

et al., 2013). Related barriers include being reluctant to leave their

family, friends or partner behind or a lack of support (Cairns, 2014;

Kehm, 2005). Therefore, understanding nonmobility requires taking

into account individuals' histories by considering different kinds of

(non)mobility.

Finally, barriers to temporary mobility may differ by gender.

Female students are more likely to be temporarily mobile

(OFS, 2017a) and are overrepresented among Erasmus students

(Böttcher et al., 2016). Deakin (2014) shows that women put more

emphasis on issues of language or cultural discovery. Gender differ-

ences concerning the barriers have so far been given little attention

by the research.

3 | METHODOLOGY

3.1 | Data and definitions

This study focuses on Switzerland, a small country located in the cen-

tre of Europe that has a high GDP per capita. Its four linguistic regions

and its highly globalised economy make it important for young adults

to have a good command of several languages to succeed in the

labour market.2 There is a high proportion of apprentices and a rela-

tively low proportion of university students compared with neigh-

bouring European countries: a third of the population has completed

an apprenticeship, and only 18% has completed a tertiary degree

(OFS, 2017b). Swiss students are among the most mobile among

OECD countries: eighth out of 35 (OECD, 2018).

We use secondary data from the ‘Swiss Federal Surveys of Ado-

lescents’3 (FORS, 2020), which have a history dating back to the 19th

century. Each edition of the surveys focuses on a topic of relevance

to young adults. The 2016–2017 edition covers life-course trajecto-

ries and mobility experiences and looks at past and planned temporary

mobility as well as addressing the absence of mobility among some

young adults and the reasons put forth for their (non)mobility.

In Switzerland, reversible mobilities such as temporary mobility are

significantly more popular among young adults than irreversible

mobility (moves to another region or country) (Stam & Rérat, 2019).

The data were collected in two stages by means of a paper ques-

tionnaire. The first part of the data collection took place during the

recruitment procedure for a basic military service; this is a particularity

of Switzerland in which all Swiss men between age 18 and 204 have

to participate in a procedure that assesses their potential fit for a mili-

tary service of 4 months5 (Swiss Confederation, 2017). All young men

have to participate in the survey, regardless of whether or not they

are fit to join the military service. For those concerned, the military

service is not considered a temporary mobility in the survey. The data

were collected by trained survey administrators who informed the

respondents that their answers would only be accessible to

researchers (Stam & Rérat, 2019). The resulting sample consists of

N = 40,418 men.

The second part of the survey involved sending the same ques-

tionnaire to a representative sample of 2126 18- and 19-year-old

Swiss women.6 The territory was separated into regions and the ques-

tionnaires were sent to experts in each of these regions, who were

responsible for administering the questionnaire to a representative

sample of young women drawn from the registry. This sample allows

us to make comparisons with the male population and to assess the

generalisability of the results. To this end, in the part of the analysis

that includes men and women, the population of men is weighted to

obtain a similar sample size to that of women.

Only young adults with Swiss nationality were recruited, and so

foreigners were excluded. Yet a large proportion of young Swiss

adults have a migration background: 37% of the respondents have at

least one parent born abroad, and therefore, based on the dataset

used, we can draw some conclusions on the influence of migration

history on temporary mobility.
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In the survey, temporary mobility refers to both past and planned

sojourns without parents, which take place abroad or in another lin-

guistic region of Switzerland. A temporary move to another linguistic

region of Switzerland is considered an experience of living in another

linguistic and cultural context, and thus is an addition to the existing

literature, which usually pays little attention to intranational mobility

in multilingual countries (such as Belgium, Canada or India). Stays in

another linguistic region may not have a purely touristic purpose: they

can be educational (62% and 71% of past stays carried out by men

and women), professional (10% and 12%) or cultural (28% and 17%).

The survey distinguishes short (between 1 and 3 weeks) and past

experiences of a longer duration (more than 3 weeks). The cut-off of

3 weeks was used in the questionnaire given the age group consid-

ered here and the Swiss context: students in high schools have around

6 weeks (depending on the canton) of summer holidays, and appren-

tices usually have around 5-week holiday per year.

Due to the young age of the respondents, planned stays of at

least 3 weeks in the three following years are also addressed. The

sample is subdivided into four groups: (1) specific mobility plan,

(2) wish to be mobile but without a specific plan, (3) uncertain mobility

(may or may not become mobile, depending on opportunities) or

(4) no plans (nonmobile).7 This article focuses on the last group, rep-

resenting 32.6% of men and 15.5% of women (Table 1). A logistic

regression will identify a potential gender difference in terms of prob-

ability of becoming temporarily mobile when all other variables are

controlled for.

3.2 | Sociodemographic factors and (non)mobility

The first part of the analysis focuses on the sociodemographic factors

that may influence nonmobility as identified in the literature (Table 2).

We categorise the variables along the three components of motility.

The respondents' professional status and educational level influ-

ence access (e.g., opportunities) and skills (e.g., languages). The num-

ber of countries visited provides an indication of the willingness to be

mobile (which is linked to appropriation) and of the skills. We also take

into account whether respondents are in a relationship, which is

expected to be negatively related to their willingness to become tem-

porarily mobile. In addition, we control for respondents' age and lin-

guistic region, which capture differences in cultural characteristics and

in educational systems within Switzerland. Finally, we explore social

class through the parents' highest level of education and the financial

situation in childhood.

We compare nonmobile young adults to their mobile counter-

parts (defined as either having been mobile or having a plan to do so)

in terms of sociodemographic factors in a logistic regression.8 Logistic

regressions assess whether each factor is statistically significant in

predicting nonmobility all other things being equal. This analysis

includes 37,000 male respondents (93% of the full population9). We

then validate the results for women (N = 1873 for past stays

and N = 1865 for planned stays) with a similar logistic regression

model that includes the female sample and the weighted male

population (N = 4252).

3.3 | Stated barriers to temporary mobility

In the second stage, we zoom in on the nonmobile participants and

compare the barriers to temporary mobility put forward by the men

to those mentioned by the women. Respondents who do not plan to

be mobile were asked about the extent to which different barriers

applied to them on a 5-point Likert scale.10 Table 3 shows the barriers

in the questionnaire and how we operationalised them into the differ-

ent motility components. Barriers related to access include financial

resources and time available, whereas skills include language skills,

self-confidence and (not) being afraid of going abroad. Finally, appro-

priation is defined by willingness to leave their friends, family or part-

ner11 and by the extent of personal or professional interest in

temporary mobility.

Finally, we standardise the nine barriers and apply a cluster analy-

sis using Ward's method to create a typology of nonmobile young

men (N = 10,363; 80% of the nonmobile respondents12). We then

compare each group to the rest of the nonmobile population and

apply four logistic regressions using the sociodemographic factors

(each group is successively compared with the others) (Table 2). We

exclude the sample of nonmobile women, which is too small for this

detailed analysis.

On the whole, these analyses explore the sociodemographic fac-

tors influencing (non)mobility and the stated barriers, in order to

obtain a broad picture of nonmobility between agency and con-

straints, stillness and stuckness.

TABLE 1 Percentages of past and planned mobility experiences for men and women (Nmen = 40,418, Nwomen = 2086)

Past mobilities

Planned mobility (>3 weeks)

Specific plans (%) Vague plans (%) Uncertain (%) No planned mobility (%)

Men >3 weeks 3.0 3.6 3.3 4.4

1–3 weeks 4.2 6.7 6.3 7.7

No past mobility 5.9 9.5 12.8 32.6

Women >3 weeks 5.8 7.1 4.8 3.5

1–3 weeks 8.1 13.0 9.0 6.9

No past mobility 5.7 10.7 9.5 15.5

Note: 2.2% of men and 2.7% of women are missing information on either category.
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4 | RESULTS

4.1 | The selectiveness of temporary mobility

Temporary mobility is a selective phenomenon according to several

sociodemographic factors (Table 4).

Social class strongly influences temporary mobility through the

level of parental education: a higher parental educational level pre-

dicts a higher likelihood of being mobile, as does a higher level of

respondents' own education. This can be explained by the greater

number of mobility programmes in tertiary education, by the time

available for university students during holidays, and by positive

TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics of the sociodemographic variables for men and women

Men Women

Total of
individuals

% of
nonmobile

Total of
individuals

% of
nonmobile

Parental education (highest level

of both parents' education)

Mandatory (ISCEDa 1 + 2) 1376 42 48 40

Secondary professional (ISCED 35) 10,499 40 730 23

Secondary general (ISCED 34 + 4) 5178 31 512 18

Tertiary (ISCED 5 to 8) 16,861 23 664 8

Unknown 3086 44 64 20

Financial situation in childhood Modest 10,193 35 557 20

Good 26,807 30 1451 16

Educational level Mandatory (ISCED 1 + 2) 1152 42 55 44

Secondary professional (ISCED 35) 21,373 43 882 30

Secondary general (ISCED 34 + 4) 12,715 14 964 5

Tertiary (ISCED 5 to 8) 1760 15 117 6

Professional status In education, working 16,096 43 762 28

Working, not in education 4558 38 106 28

In education, not working 14,306 17 1087 8

Not in education, not working 2040 30 63 22

Number of languages spoken 1 4187 54 225 28

2 or 3 24,942 31 1274 18

4+ 7871 21 519 9

In a relationship Yes 12,745 34 871 20

No 24,255 30 1147 14

Number of foreign countries visited 0–2 2207 64 127 58

3–5 11,308 44 548 26

6–10 14,802 26 837 11

10+ 8683 16 506 7

Age 18 12,854 30 1465 17

19 15,963 33 546 17

20 5345 33 5 20

21 1676 31 0 -

22 630 23 0 -

23 224 35 0 -

24 162 31 0 -

25+ 146 34 2 0

Linguistic region German-speaking 29,506 34 1363 21

French-speaking 5017 20 572 10

Italian-speaking 2477 25 83 5

Total 37,000 32 2018 17

aThe International Standard Classification of Education (developed by UNESCO) classifies education programmes and related qualifications by levels and fields.
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perceptions of mobility when entering the labour market. Yet individ-

uals who have already entered the labour market are more often

nonmobile than those who are still in education. This suggests that

they face professional constraints, such as not being able to take time

off work. The financial situation during childhood is not significantly

related to mobility, which may be due to the imprecise and retrospec-

tive nature of this indicator.

A higher number of languages spoken, as well as having visited

more countries, increase the propensity to mobility, whereas being in

a relationship increases the likelihood of being nonmobile. Age is not

significant because we consider past and planned mobility experi-

ences jointly. Finally, there are differences between linguistic regions

of Switzerland. German speakers are the least mobile, followed by

Italian and French speakers. This can be explained by a greater incen-

tive to learn a foreign language for the latter two linguistic minorities.

TABLE 3 Questionnaire items concerning barriers to temporary
mobility

Motility

component Barriers

Access Lack of financial resources

Having to take time off work/school

Skills Lack of language skills

Lack of self-confidence (coping in another

context)

Worry to live in another country/culture

Appropriation Having to leave my family and my friends

Having to leave my partner

Lack of interest in this kind of stay

It would not bring me anything professionally

TABLE 4 Logistic regression of young men's propensity to be temporarily mobile

Nonmobile

exp(B) Significance level Standard error

Highest parental education Mandatory (ref.) - - -

Secondary professional 0.610 *** 0.083

Secondary general 0.569 *** 0.087

Tertiary 0.439 *** 0.082

Unknown 0.882 0.092

Financial situation in childhood Modest (ref.) - - -

Good 0.986 0.034

Professional status In education, working (ref.) - - -

Working, not in education 0.962 0.047

In education, not working 0.820 *** 0.051

Not in education, not working 0.796 ** 0.073

Educational level Mandatory (ref.) - - -

Secondary professional 1.037 0.086

Secondary general 0.248 *** 0.092

Tertiary 0.351 *** 0.116

Number of spoken languages 1 (ref.) - - -

2 or 3 0.4 *** 0.053

4+ 0.271 *** 0.062

In a relationship (ref.: No) Yes 1.194 *** 0.031

Number of foreign countries visited None, 1 or 2 2.344 *** 0.080

3–5 (ref.) - - -

6–10 0.428 *** 0.035

10+ 0.241 *** 0.043

Age One year older 0.977 0.014

Linguistic regions German-speaking (ref.) - - -

French-speaking 0.418 *** 0.050

Italian-speaking 0.657 *** 0.066

Note: The reference group are mobile men. N = 37,000. Pseudo-R2: Cox and Snell = 0.291; Nagelkerke = 0.389.

*0.05 significance level.

**0.01 significance level.

***0.001 significance level.
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The sample of women reveals that they are more mobile than

men all things being equal.13 The significance of the other variables

remains similar, even though standard deviations are larger due to the

smaller sample size. The factors influencing young men's propensity

to be mobile are valid for women as well.

4.2 | Stated barriers to temporary mobility

We now address the barriers towards mobility among those who do

not become mobile. Table 5 shows the means for the barriers as

reported by nonmobile young men and women.

Overall, barriers related to access are rated quite high, especially

by women. The most important one is difficulties around getting leave

from studies or work. Skills are less frequently referred to by both

men and women, although a social desirability bias cannot be

excluded. Lack of self-confidence is less frequently mentioned by

men. The most significant barriers are those related to appropriation,

which are gender dependent. Reluctance to leave friends, family or

partner is more important for women, whereas noninterest (personally

or professionally) is more common among men.

4.3 | Typology of the nonmobile young men

Based on an analysis of the dendrogram, four groups have been iden-

tified according to the importance of the barriers to temporary mobil-

ity (Table 6). As noted earlier, this analysis cannot be done on the

sample of women because of its small size. However, we elaborate on

nonmobile women at the end of Section 4.3 based on the gender dif-

ference shown in Section 4.2.

In the next sections, each group is described according to the

deviations of each barrier from the mean of the group compared with

the mean of the nonmobile young males. A score above average

means that the barrier is more important for that group than for the

others, whereas a lower score means that the barrier is less important.

In order to determine the profile of each group, we use logistic regres-

sions where each group is compared with the rest of the nonmobile

population using the same sociodemographic factors as in the first

analysis (Table S1).

4.3.1 | The constrained

The constrained contains 22% of the nonmobile males (N = 2542) and

regroups those with the highest constraints or, in other words, the

lowest motility or the highest stuckness (Figure 1). Compared with the

mean, the barriers related to all three motility components are more

strongly expressed. Access is more difficult (particularly with regard to

financial resources), and skills are a particular barrier (lower self-

confidence and worry to live abroad). They also lack interest in tem-

porary mobility and are more strongly anchored locally (reluctance to

leave friends/family/partner).

These young adults are less likely to have university-educated

parents, which reveals a link between a lower social class and

TABLE 5 Barriers to planned mobility for the nonmobile young men and women (5-point Likert scale, 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree)

Men Women

Mean SD N Mean SD N Significance

Access Financial means 2.95 1.36 12,234 3.25 1.3 324 **

Leave from work/studies 3.31 1.36 12,157 3.53 1.34 327 *

Skills Linguistic knowledge 2.75 1.38 12,154 2.67 1.27 323

Self-confidence 2.18 1.17 11,973 2.63 1.28 319 ***

Worry to live somewhere else 2.40 1.23 11,980 2.54 1.2 320

Appropriation Leaving friends/family 3.57 1.33 12,206 3.76 1.21 332 *

Leaving partner 3.15 1.46 12,007 3.42 1.47 327 **

No personal interest 3.33 1.40 12,226 3.06 1.33 323 **

No professional interest 3.23 1.37 12,173 2.90 1.27 324 ***

Note: The p value of the difference of the group means is determined using independent sample t tests. A higher significance means that the means differ

from men to women.

Abbreviation: SD, standard deviation.
*0.05 significance level.
**0.01 significance level.
***0.001 significance level.

TABLE 6 Clusters of young men according to the barriers to
temporary mobility

Group name % N

1. Constrained 22 2542

2. Locally anchored 38 4335

3. Satisfied stayers 21 2394

4. Financially challenged 19 2123

Total 100 11,394

HALDIMANN ET AL. 7 of 12



constraints to temporary mobility. They are also more likely to be both

in education and working at the same time (e.g., apprenticeship),

implying that they have less free time and less opportunities to be

mobile. Finally, they speak fewer languages and have visited fewer

countries.

4.3.2 | The locally anchored

The locally anchored are the largest group (38%; N = 4335). They

less frequently cite barriers related to access or skills, and lack

of self-confidence is not important (Figure 2). Barriers related to

appropriation are, however, more important. They have a strong local

anchorage and are reluctant to be separated from their social

network. On the one hand, this might mean that they feel in the right

place and have made an independent decision not to become tempo-

rarily mobile; on the other hand, it might imply that their social net-

work does not encourage temporary mobility.

The group also differs in its profile: they are more likely to be in a

relationship, and they place high value on their existing social ties.

This group corresponds to a situation between stillness and stuckness.

Access and skills do not represent important barriers, but although

their nonmobility may be a personal preference, it may also be the

consequence of a social network that does not encourage temporary

mobility.

4.3.3 | The satisfied stayers

The satisfied stayers (22%; N = 2394) are defined by a weak interest

in temporary mobility (Figure 3). They give below-average importance

to most of the other barriers in comparison with the nonmobile popu-

lation, mention financial problems less than the other groups, and

their social network does not restrict mobility. Therefore, they do not

face strong constraints, and they draw on their own agency to be

nonmobile.

F IGURE 1 Deviations from the mean
regarding the stated barriers of the
‘constrained’ in comparison with the
nonmobile young men

F IGURE 2 Deviations from the mean

regarding the stated barriers of the
‘locally anchored’ in comparison with the
nonmobile young men
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Concerning their profile, they are more likely to be in secondary

general education, to be single and to speak more than one language.

In fact, their profile seems favourable towards temporary mobility,

further supporting the impression that nonmobility results from their

agency and is voluntary. Therefore, the group corresponds most to a

situation of stillness.

4.3.4 | The financially challenged

The financially challenged (19%; N = 2123) represent the most

motile, or potentially mobile, group. Although all barriers are lower

(Figure 4), the lack of financial resources is the closest to the aver-

age (or the most important for this group). They have time at their

disposal, and their skills are not a barrier. They are characterised by

a weak local anchorage and a strong personal and professional inter-

est in mobility.

Several characteristics explain their nonmobility. Although they

have a better knowledge of languages, have visited more countries

and are less likely to be in an apprenticeship, they are more likely to

report a modest financial situation in their childhood. This lack of

financial resources may have prevented them from undertaking a tem-

porary mobility experience. Hence, despite expressing fewer barriers,

this group represents a case of stuckness due to financial constraints.

Based on young women's barriers, we may expect similar groups

but with different sizes. Nonmobile women seem to be more con-

strained by access and their social network, but they are more inter-

ested in temporary mobility. Therefore, we expect fewer women in

the group of the satisfied stayers, and more women in the other

groups, particularly the constrained and the locally anchored.

F IGURE 3 Deviations from the mean
regarding the stated barriers of the
‘satisfied stayers’ in comparison with the
nonmobile young men

F IGURE 4 Deviations from the mean
regarding the stated barriers of the
‘financially challenged’ in comparison
with the nonmobile young men
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5 | CONCLUSION

This article addresses nonmobile young adults. Even if temporary

mobility has increasingly become a standard for a growing number of

young adults, it is important to focus on those who are nonmobile and

to understand whether nonmobility is chosen or arises from con-

straints. This article contributes to the spatial mobility literature by

tackling nonmobility and by drawing on Kaufmann et al.'s (2018) con-

cept of motility and Cresswell's (2012, 2014) approach of nonmobility

as a continuum between stillness and stuckness. We use two comple-

mentary perspectives—sociodemographic factors and stated barriers—

to shed light on the multiple dimensions of nonmobility and explore

the mobility aspirations and capabilities (Carling & Schewel, 2018) of

young adults. We show empirically that there is a large heterogeneity

in terms of the reasons for not being temporarily mobile.

Temporary mobility is a selective process in relation to social class

(Findlay et al., 2012; R. King et al., 2011), education and professional

status (current and future university students are more mobile) and

gender (temporary mobility is more popular among women). In addi-

tion, individuals who have been exposed to different contexts (includ-

ing on holiday with their parents) seem to have developed a habit of

mobility (appropriation) and learned to get along in different contexts

(skills). Some nonmobile individuals are constrained by a lack of access

or discouraged by their social network, and others simply choose not

to be mobile.

Nonmobile young adults are not a homogeneous group, and the

barriers they face represent a continuum ranging from stillness (not

wanting to be mobile) to stuckness (not able to be mobile). Our analy-

sis reveals four groups of nonmobile young men expressing different

barriers and degrees of motility. The constrained are the closest to a

situation of stuckness, with a low level of motility. They are the group

least interested in mobility, although this is partly linked to social class.

This may be interpreted through Rye's (2011) perspective of ‘struc-
tured freedom’: in addition to the conscious barriers in terms of access

and skills, the constrained may have developed a habitus that involves

a lack of interest in temporary mobility. This may result from the inter-

nalisation of social norms (depreciating mobility and valuing local ties)

and a lack of encouragement by parents and their social network.

The financially challenged are also predominantly in a situation of

stuckness, even though they have a higher level of skills and appropria-

tion than the other nonmobile groups. Their constraint stems from their

economic capital, rather than their cultural capital (education and

language). The locally anchored are somewhere in between stillness and

stuckness: their barriers mainly refer to their local anchorage. Finally,

only the satisfied stayers seem to be in a state of stillness as they would

have a sufficient level of motility to experience temporary mobility.

Their nonmobility can be considered as an expression of agency in the

sense that they want to remain nonmobile (Schewel, 2020), although

this can be renegotiated during their life course.

The results highlight the importance of considering nonmobility

not only scientifically but also for policy making. On the one hand, a

large proportion of young adults face inequalities that prevent mobil-

ity (lack of financial means, time or opportunities and worry to live

abroad or to leave friends and family). Therefore, policies aimed at

promoting temporary mobility should focus on the various barriers

leading to stuckness, identified in terms of access, skills and appropria-

tion. The promotion of temporary mobility could involve grants, better

information about opportunities, giving apprentices and young profes-

sionals more free time, and so on. On the other hand, despite societal

pressures (Mincke et al., 2019), there are some young adults who do

not want to be mobile. They should also be considered by political

actors. Equality of access to temporary mobility is an important policy

objective, but temporary mobility should not become an obligation.

Moreover, an absence of temporary mobility does not necessarily

imply that people are immobile. They may have a strong mobility

potential but have different aspirations.

Our study highlights some important avenues for future research

on nonmobility. First, our study focuses on temporarymobility. It would

be interesting to assess whether the same differences would also be

found with respect to irreversible forms of mobility such as a move to

another region or country. In addition, it would be valuable to compare

the four groups later in their life course and to establish a longitudinal

perspective. Moreover, echoing Schewel (2020), forced movers (with-

out aspirations) should also be empirically identified. Quantitative data

have shown us the prevalence of barriers among young adults, but a

qualitative approach would allow us to identify relationships between

variables and assess the causality and the hierarchy of factors leading

to nonmobility. Finally, the internalisation of social norms linked to

(non)mobility requires further ethnographic research.
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ENDNOTES
1 Different terms are used in the literature, such as frictions

(Cresswell, 2014), constraints or barriers. In our analysis, we use the

latter, which represents a broader definition.
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2 Nearly 40% of the working population use at least two languages

weekly (OFS, 2018).
3 Note that in this article, we use the word young adults because

respondents are mostly between 18 and 20 years old. We distance

ourselves from the word ‘adolescents’ used in the official translation

of the survey. We acknowledge that the phase of youth can also be

defined in different ways (UNESCO, 2017) and covers a wider age

range.
4 Except those with a major disability and some other very specific cases

(e.g., prisoners).
5 On average, around 71% of a cohort are identified as fit for the basic

military service, 9% for a civil protection service and 20% are not fit

for either (Swiss Confederation, 2020).
6 Data from some women (N = 263) who participated voluntarily in the

recruitment were gathered in the first part of the data collection; their

data are excluded as they are not representative of the population.
7 Robustness tests were conducted to verify that the composition of the

variables does not affect the results: when the category ‘uncertain
mobility’ is moved to nonmobile, the results are consistent. The objec-

tive is to focus on people who are sure that they will not be mobile.
8 We tested a model accounting for parents' nationality (both Swiss

vs. at least one foreign born), and this factor turned out to be insignifi-

cant. The parents' birthplace does not influence the probability of

being nonmobile.
9 We exclude respondents with missing information. The 7% left over

are similar to the rest of the population, although there is a slight bias

towards people from disadvantaged backgrounds being excluded. This

is often the case in this type of survey (Porter & Whitcomb, 2005).
10 The question was ‘For what reason(s) are you not planning a mobility

experience?’. Respondents were presented with nine different items,

and the response categories were Strongly disagree, Disagree, Neither

agree nor disagree, Agree and Strongly agree.
11 Being reluctant to leave family or friends may be an indication that the

family and/or social network do not encourage mobility.
12 Because we are using a large number of variables, there is a greater

probability of missing responses.
13 The value of the odd ratio is significant: exp(B) = 2.784***; standard

deviation = 0.112.
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