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Abstract 
Internal mobility in Italy, after periods of intense growth and stagnation with different 
directions and actors involved, showed a marked increase also thanks to the contribution 
of the foreigners residing in Italy. In the last years, in fact, international immigration 
seems to have affected greatly the nature and features of internal mobility. Between 
1995 and 2010, the changes of residence between Italian municipalities increased of 
more than 20%. Simultaneously, the contribution of the foreign population to internal 
migrations reached the level of 17%. The increase of the number of foreign residents, 
their greater propensity to move within the country, and structural factors such as the 
greater incidence of foreigners within the younger age-groups, may only partly explain 
these changes. We use data from the population register on changes of residence, which 
allows the knowledge of individual movements and which is the source mostly used to 
study internal mobility. This work aims at assessing the structural characteristics of 
internal migrations of the foreign and the Italian population, focusing on the intensity of 
the flows, the concentration level of enrolments and cancellations, respectively by area 
of origin and destination, and lastly on the role played by populations and distances. 
Besides the classical measures, we adopt a gravitational model which allows to quantify 
the effects on internal mobility due to the dimension of the populations in the areas of 
origin and destination and the distance between Italian provinces (equal to 103 units). 
The gravitational model in its most elementary formulation allowed to shows that the 
three macro variables constitute an important not negligible component in the study of the 
migratory phenomenon. The estimates obtained for the years 1995, 2000, 2005 and 
2010, clearly highlight the different behaviours of Italians and foreigners and a different 
evolution of the phenomenon. One impressive result is that distance has an higher effect 
in depressing foreign mobility than Italian mobility, coherently with some results obtained 
in other research (Ricciardo Lamonica and Zagaglia, 2011). We can obtain the same 
results by analyzing the average distance in the outflow or inflow between provinces: for 
example, in 2010 the Italian internal migrants make 320 km in their moves between 
provinces, whereas the foreign internal migrants make only 230 km (90 km less!). Some 
refinements of the basic model are proposed, trying to capture the differential effect of the 
masses and of the distance in a single model.   
  

 

mailto:oliviero.casacchia@uniroma1.it
mailto:cecilia.reynaud@uniroma3.it
mailto:strozza@unina.it


 2

 
1 Introduction 
 
Internal mobility in Italy, after periods of intense growth and stagnation with different 
directions and actors involved (Bonifazi, 1999), in the last fifteen years showed a 
marked increase also thanks to the contribution of the foreigners residing in Italy 
(Bonifazi, 2009; de Filippo and Strozza, 2011, Pugliese 2006). In the last years, in fact, 
international immigration seems to have affected greatly the nature and features of 
internal mobility. The increase of the number of foreign residents, their greater 
propensity to move within the country, and structural factors such as the greater 
incidence of foreigners within the younger age-groups, may  partly explain these 
changes. In the nineties, an upturn of internal mobility in Italy is observed, following 
the phase of stagnation characterizing the previous decade; particularly, since 1995 it 
may be noticed that the number of changes of residence has been increased consistently, 
notwithstanding the abrupt drop in 2001 (Golini and Reynaud, 2010). Thus, and as 
already stated, the foreign component is acquiring an always greater role: the changes of 
residence between Italian municipalities of foreign citizens were 41 thousands in 1995, 
nearly 88 thousands in 2000, 185 thousands in 2005 and 225 thousands in 2010.  
The behaviour of the foreign population differs from that of the Italian population: 
foreigner show a greater propensity to move within the country and partially different 
migratory routes (Conti, Guarneri and Tucci, 2010). The aim of this study is to analyse 
similarities and differences in the internal mobility of Italians and foreigners, focusing 
on the intensity of the flows, the concentration level of enrolments and cancellations, 
respectively by area of origin and destination, and lastly on the role played by 
populations and distances. 
 
 
2 Data and methods 
 
The mostly used source to study internal mobility is the data from the population 
register on changes of residence, which allows the knowledge of individual movements 
(Cassata, 2005). Besides the municipality of origin and that of destination, the anagrafe 
collects some other individual features (i.e. date and place of birth, sex and citizenship).  
In the study of internal mobility, the territorial unit of reference gains relevance: the flows 
are those between (and not within) the territorial areas, whose definition is thus a 
necessary premise for defining and quantifying the phenomenon.  
Firstly we present a descriptive analysis of internal mobility among the provinces, 
distinguishing between the behaviour of Italian and foreign population, highlighting 
their similarities and differences. We estimated the immigration and emigration rates 
(total number of enrolments/cancellations in the province over the total amount of 
resident population of reference). We computed rates separately for Italians and 
foreigners.  
Subsequently, we used a gravitational model to the migratory flows among provinces, 
always considering Italians and foreigners and again with respect to the four mentioned 
years to account for the phenomenon’s temporal evolution. The model is inspired by the 
Newtonian principle of universal gravitation (Poulain, 1981): according to the physical 
theory of gravity, it considers the migratory flows between two zones, as directly 
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proportional to the product of the masses (attractive or repulsive) and inversely 
proportional to the distance (or to a function of the distance) between the two areas. The 
‘gravitational model’, widely used in the empirical analyses of the flows of goods and 
services, particularly within the field of international trade, provided satisfying results 
even in studies concerning internal migratory flows and international migration too (see 
for instance: Casacchia and Tagliarini, 2000; Kim and Cohen 2010, Lamonica and 
Zagaglia, 2008). The model has been modified considering not only the effect of 
specific masses and the distance but also interactive factors between a dummy variable 
(foreign/Italian) and the explicative variables in a unique model. A further model 
considers two other covariates, that is two masses related to the foreign population in 
the origin and the destination province and their interactions.  
 
3 Mobility between provinces: descriptive findings 
 
The mobility between the provinces concerned in 1995 more than 420 thousands 
movements as for the Italians, and around 19 thousands for the foreign population. The 
mobility increased in absolute value to reach in 2000 the value of 484 and 40 thousands 
movements respectively for the Italian and foreign population; also the relative 
incidence of this typology of internal movements increased slightly (+1.4 for Italians 
and +0.1 for foreigners). Comparing the figures of 2005 and 2000, it may be observed 
that the movements between provinces decrease both in absolute and relative terms 
among the Italian population, whereas the only decrease is in relative terms among the 
foreigners. The decrease observed in the percentages of this typology of movements 
over the entire considered period is more consistent within the foreign population: -8.2 
percent between 1995 and 2005 compared to the -0.7 percent for the Italian population 
(table 1). A slight increase in the subsequent period is observed for Italian, whereas 
move of foreign people continue to increase (from 69 to 87 thousands). The relative 
incidence in both population is slightly increasing (+0,7 for Italians, + 1,3 for foreign 
population: see year 2010). In this respect, it should be considered that part of the 
foreign population has been now resident in Italy for a long time, thus it is likely that, as 
the process of stabilization goes on, the foreign population is assuming mobility 
behaviours which resemble to those of the autochthones, characterized by the tendency 
to shorter distance movements (Istat, 2009). 
 
Table 1: Population movement between provinces, by citizenship. Absolute values and 
percentages over total number of movements.  

year Italians Foreigners 
a.v. %  a.v. %  

1995 422,016 39.5                   18,922  45.7 
2000 484,150 40.9                   40,284  45.8 
2005 441,461 38.8                   69,143  37.3 
2010 442,493 39.5                   86,943  38.6 

 
The foreign populations, as it was expected, register higher mobility rates compared to 
those of the Italians because are conversely less constrained and show structural 
characteristics favouring mobility, such as the prevalence of younger generations more 
frequently inclined to movements.  
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On the other hand, Italians – excluding the time of the great emigration – are 
characterized by a generally lower mobility, deeply tied to their families, homes and 
territories. 

 
4 Application of the gravitational model and conclusion  
 
The application of the gravitational model consents to verify whether the flows between 
two provinces are directly proportional to the population “masses” of the areas of origin 
and destination and inversely proportional to the distance between them. The 
assumption is thus that the migration flows are more intense if the distance between the 
two provinces is shorter and the two populations have larger size. The gravitational 
model was estimated after applying the logarithmic transformation. 
The descriptive analysis and the application of the model clearly show that the mobility of 
the Italian and the foreign population present remarkable differences, whose features and 
peculiarities deserve to be thoroughly examined. The gravitational model in its most 
elementary formulation allowed to highlight that the three macro variables constitute an 
important not negligible component in the study of the migratory phenomenon. The 
estimates obtained for the years 1995, 2000, 2005 and 2010 clearly highlight the 
different behaviours of Italians and foreigners.  
One important result is that distance seems to have an higher effect in depressing foreign 
mobility than Italian mobility, coherently with some results obtained in other researches 
(Ricciardo Lamonica and Zagaglia, 2008; 2011). Some evidences of this result have been 
obtained by analyzing the average distance in the outflow or inflow between provinces: 
for example, in 2010 the Italian internal migrants make on average 320 km in their moves 
between provinces, whereas the foreign internal migrants make only 230 km (90 km 
less!). The analysis of the length of the moves by distinguish the geographical macro-
areas (North, Centre and South) of origin/destination shows that foreigners that move 
from the North usually stay more likely that Italians in the same macro-area, whereas in 
the Centre and in the South both the population exhibit the same pattern.   
Some refinements of the basic model are proposed, trying to capture the effect of the two 
different masses (foreign and Italian populations) in a single model and the effect of the 
masses  of the foreign residence population.   
Future developments of the research will aim on the one hand at considering variables 
other than demographic or geographic which express the forces of attraction/repulsion of 
the province in terms of economic, social, urban element. Besides, further results can be 
obtained performing analysis of the model’s residuals, which is of great relevance as it 
may reveal the existence of attraction - or barrier - effects between the provinces 
composing the specific territorial level adopted by the research.  
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