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Who Moves to the Countryside, and Why? A Systematic Review

of Urban-to-rural Migration

Kirsal Alanlara Kim Neden Gé¢ Ediyor? Kentten Kira Gé¢ Uzerine

Sistematik bir Inceleme
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ABSTRACT

As urban areas face issues such as overcrowding and high liv-
ing costs, rural destinations are attracting diverse migrant
groups seeking alternative lifestyles and improved quality of
life. This study aims to provide a comprehensive overview of
who these migrants are and what drives their decisions to re-
locate. Following PRISMA guidelines, we analysed 337 peer-
reviewed articles from Scopus and Web of Science databases
up to 2024. Our findings reveal that urban-to-rural migrants
are a heterogeneous group spanning various ages, educational
backgrounds, and socioeconomic statuses. Motivations for mi-
gration are multifaceted, encompassing economic factors like
lower living costs and entrepreneurial opportunities, as well
as non-economic drivers such as community connection and
proximity to nature. The COVID-19 pandemic has further in-
fluenced these trends, accelerating remote work possibilities
and health-related concerns. This review highlights the com-
plexity of urban-to-rural migration, emphasizing its potential
impacts on rural community dynamics, economic develop-
ment, and policy-making.

Keywords: Characteristics of migrants; motivations of migrants; PRISMA
method; systematic literature review; urban-to-rural migration.

oz

Kentsel alanlar kalabaliklasma ve yiliksek yasam maliyetleri gibi
sorunlarla karsi karsiya kalirken, kirsal alanlar alternatif yagam
tarzi ve iyilestirilmis yagam kalitesi arayan farkli ggmen grup-
larini gekmektedir. Bu galisma, bu gégmenlerin kim olduklari-
na ve taginma kararlarini nelerin etkiledigine dair kapsamli bir
genel bakis sunmayr amaglamaktadir. PRISMA y6nergelerini ta-
kip ederek, 2024 yilina kadar Scopus ve Web of Science veri
tabanlarinda yayinlanmig 337 makale analiz edilmistir. Bulgular,
kentten kira gé¢ edenlerin yas, egitim gegmisi ve sosyoekono-
mik stati agisindan heterojen bir grup oldugunu ortaya koy-
maktadir. G6¢ motivasyonlari ¢ok yonludir; diisik yagam ma-
liyetleri ve girisimcilik firsatlari gibi ekonomik faktérlerin yani
sira, bir topluluga ait olma ve dogayla i¢ ige olma gibi ekonomik
olmayan itici giigleri de kapsamaktadir. COVID-19 pandemisi,
uzaktan calisma olanaklarini ve saglikla ilgili endiseleri hizlandi-
rarak bu egilimleri giiglendirmistir. Bu inceleme, kentten kira
gogiin karmagikligini vurgulayarak, kirsal topluluk dinamikleri,
ekonomik kalkinma ve politika olusturma iizerindeki potansiyel
etkilerini 6ne gikarmaktadir.

Anahtar sézciikler: Kentli gogmenler; ggmenlerin motivasyonlari; PRISMA
metodu; sistematik literatiir taramasi; kentten kira gog.
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|. Introduction

The traditional paradigm of rural-to-urban migration has
been increasingly challenged by a growing trend of popula-
tion movement from urban centers to rural areas. As cities
grapple with issues such as overcrowding, high living costs,
and environmental degradation, rural areas are experiencing
renewed interest as destinations for those seeking alternative
lifestyles, economic opportunities, and improved quality of
life (Benson, 201 |; Argent et al., 2013; Friedman, 2023).

The complexities of urban-to-rural migration extend beyond
simple demographic shifts, encompassing a wide range of so-
cial, economic, and environmental factors that influence both
the decision to migrate and the subsequent experiences of
migrants in their new rural settings. Understanding these
complexities is important for developing effective policies
and strategies to manage the impacts of this migration trend
on both urban and rural communities (Hoggart & Buller,
1995; Johnson, 1991; Mendham & Curtis, 2010).

Building upon this understanding, this review aims to synthe-
size current research on urban-to-rural migration, with a spe-
cific focus on two key aspects: the characteristics of migrants
and their motivations for relocating. By examining these ele-
ments, we seek to provide a comprehensive overview of who
these migrants are and what drives their decisions to leave
urban environments for rural destinations.

2. Methodology

This systematic literature review followed the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines to ensure a comprehensive and trans-
parent review process (Moher et al., 2009). The literature
search was performed using two primary academic databases,
Scopus and Web of Science, and was limited to publications
up to the end of 2023. These databases were chosen for their
comprehensive coverage of peer-reviewed research across
multiple disciplines relevant to urban-to-rural migration stud-
ies. The search terms included the following combinations
and variations of keywords related to urban-to-rural migra-
tion: “urban-to-rural migration,” “lifestyle migration,” “return
migration,” “amenity migration,” “neo-peasantry,” “new-rural-
ity,” “retirement migration,” and “rural gentrification” in the
studies conducted before 2024.

Analysis of 337 studies revealed distinct regional patterns for
each migration type. Return Migration; Predominantly in Asia
(45), especially China. This type involves individuals moving
back to rural origins, often driven by family ties and desire to
reconnect with roots (Black, 1993; Xu, 2010; Demurger &
Xu, 201 I; Chunyu et al., 2013). Retirement Migration; Con-
centrated in Europe (16) and North America (8). It involves
older adults choosing rural settings for post-work years, seek-

ing a slower pace of life and lower costs (Glasgow, 1995; Ben-
nett, 1996; Von Reichert et al., 201 |; Stockdale, 2017; Egidi et
al,, 2020). Amenity Migration; Most common in the Ameri-
cas (42), Europe (24), and Oceania (I5). This type is based
on natural or cultural amenities in rural destinations, often
seeking higher quality of life (Argent et al., 2013; Ikutegbe et
al,, 2015; Matarrita-Cascante, 2017). Lifestyle Migration; Pri-
marily studied in Europe (30). It refers to movement seeking
to escape urban stresses for a more fulfilling rural life (Benson,
2011, 2012, 2013; Eimermann, 2015). New-Peasantry; Mainly
focused in Europe (23). This involves urban individuals taking
up small-scale farming or traditional rural livelihoods (Milone
& Ventura, 2019; Verinis, 201 1). Rural Gentrification; Widely
studied across regions. It occurs when affluent urban dwellers
move to rural areas, potentially changing local dynamics (Phil-
lips, 1993; Smith & Higley, 2012; Friedberger, 1996).

From an initial 1,432 records, 337 were ultimately selected
for review through a systematic screening process (Fig. |). Af-
ter removing duplicates and non-English/Turkish publications,
815 full-text articles were assessed for eligibility. The final
selection excluded book chapters, non-research papers, and
studies not primarily focused on urban-to-rural migration,
leaving 337 relevant records for data extraction and analysis.

In the following sections, we present our findings from the
systematic review on the characteristics of migrants and their
motivations for moving to rural areas.

3. Characteristics of Migrants

Understanding the characteristics of migrants is important
for comprehending the dynamics and implications of this
demographic shift. Research on urban-to-rural migrants has
revealed a diverse range of characteristics, reflecting the
complexity and heterogeneity of this population. These char-
acteristics can be broadly categorized into demographic fac-
tors and socio-economic status.

Demographic Characteristics: The age distribution of ur-
ban-to-rural migrants spans a wide range, challenging the
notion that this phenomenon is limited to a single life stage.
While research indicates a prevalence of older individuals,
particularly retirees, moving to rural areas seeking a peace-
ful retirement and better quality of life (Glasgow, 1995;
Marjavaara & Lundholm, 2016; Lundholm, 2012; Stockdale,
2016), evidence also highlights a significant proportion of
younger migrants, including those in their 20s, and 30s
(Stockdale & Catney, 2014; Bijker et al., 2012; Eimermann,
2015; Stockdale, 2016). These younger migrants are often
motivated by career opportunities, lifestyle preferences, and
family considerations (Stockdale & Catney, 2014; Bijker et
al,, 2012; Eimermann, 2015). This diversity in age distribu-
tion suggests that urban-to-rural migration is not limited to
a single life stage but occurs across the life course.
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Figure |. Flow diagram of literature review.

Family structures among migrants vary considerably, including
couples without children, families with young children, and sin-
gle-person households (Eimermann, 2015; Bijker et al.,, 2012;
Stockdale, 2017). In particular, the presence of children and the
desire to raise them in nature, away from the hustle and bustle
of the city, was identified as a factor affecting migration deci-
sions and experiences (Sandow & Lundholm, 2023; Haartsen
& Thissen, 2014). Gender dynamics also play a role, with some
studies highlighting the differences in migration patterns and
experiences between men and women. Some of the articles
have noted the emergence of female-led migration in retire-
ment contexts (Stockdale, 2017) and the increasing role of
women in rural entrepreneurship (Pilgeram, 2019; Ollenburg
& Buckley, 201 1). Stockdale (2017) observes a shift from “trail-
ing wives” to “trailing husbands” in some retirement migration
contexts, indicating changing gender roles in migration deci-
sion-making. Additionally, women increasingly take leadership
roles in sustainable agriculture and rural business ventures,
challenging traditional rural masculinities (Pilgeram, 2019).

Researchers have documented urban-to-rural migrants from
diverse cultural and national backgrounds moving to rural ar-
eas in search of new lifestyles and opportunities (Eimermann
& Kordel, 2018; Kordel & Pohle, 2018; Benson, 2013). The
detailed geographical information can be found in Table .

Socio-economic Status: Urban-to-rural migrants often possess
higher levels of education compared to local rural residents,

potentially contributing to human capital in rural areas (Chu-
nyu et al., 2013; Milone & Ventura, 2019; Bijker et al,, 2012;
Stone & Stubbs, 2007). This trend is particularly notable among
lifestyle migrants and neo-peasantries and those engaged in ru-
ral entrepreneurship, who often possess university degrees and
professional qualifications (Eimermann & Kordel, 2018; Ben-
son, 2013; Milone & Ventura, 2019; Kordel & Pohle, 2018).

The literature identifies a range of occupations among migrants,
including professionals, entrepreneurs, artisans, and individuals
involved in tourism and agriculture (Carson et al., 2018; Eimer-
mann, 2016; Xie, 2021). A growing trend of migrants engaging
in small-scale businesses, particularly in the tourism and hospi-
tality sectors, has been observed (Nijhoff & Torkington, 2023;
Ollenburg & Buckley, 201 1; Chen et al., 2022).

The socio-economic status of urban-to-rural migrants is
more varied than often assumed. While some studies suggest
that migrants are often from middle to upper-middle-class
backgrounds with the financial resources to support their life-
style choices (Benson, 2013; Hines, 2010; Phillips, 1993), oth-
ers highlight a more diverse socioeconomic profile, including
individuals from various income levels (Bijker et al., 2012;
Stockdale, 2016; Golding, 2021). Golding (2021) notes that
the income profiles of urban-to-rural migrants are not sig-
nificantly higher than those in urbanized counties, challenging
the assumption that all migrants are affluent. Some research
indicates that lateral rural migrants may appear wealthier due
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to more economically active households, while others may
have more modest means (Stockdale, 2016). This diversity in
economic backgrounds challenges the stereotype of urban-
to-rural migration as exclusively a phenomenon of affluent
urbanites and suggests a more complex socioeconomic land-
scape among rural migrants.

4. Motivations and Decision-making Processes

The decision to migrate from urban to rural areas is a com-
plex process, influenced by many factors and careful delibera-
tion. Research has shown that potential migrants often gather
extensive information, weigh options, and sometimes make
exploratory visits before deciding to relocate (Eimermann,
2015; Garcia Martin et al., 2019; Remoundou et al., 2016). This
decision-making process is not isolated but rather intertwined
with various life course events such as marriage, childbirth,
or retirement, which can prompt a reevaluation of priorities
and lifestyle choices, making rural migration an attractive op-
tion (Bennett, 1996; Clout, 1986; Lundholm, 2012; Paquette
& Domon, 2001; Ria-Maria, 2023; Wall & Von Reichert, 2013).

Family considerations play a significant role in this process,
particularly for those with children or aging parents (Smith
& Higley, 2012; Stockdale, 2017; Zhang, 2013). The availabil-
ity of services, educational opportunities, and healthcare in
rural areas can be crucial factors in the final decision (Egidi
et al,, 2020; Lyu et al, 2021; Zhao, 2002). Moreover, indi-
viduals with prior connections to rural areas, either through
childhood experiences or second-home ownership, are more
likely to engage in urban-to-rural migration (Lundholm, 2012;
Marjavaara & Lundholm, 2016).

Individuals with prior connections to rural areas, either
through childhood experiences or second-home ownership,
are more likely to engage in urban-to-rural migration (Lund-
holm, 2012; Marjavaara & Lundholm, 2016). Additionally,
urban-to-rural migrants often have previous experience with
migration or mobility, which can influence their adaptation to
rural life (Eimermann & Kordel, 2018; Haartsen & Thissen,
2014; Black, 1993). This earlier experience can manifest in
various forms, such as seasonal migration patterns or main-
taining multiple residences, allowing migrants to navigate be-
tween urban and rural environments more effectively (Eimer-
mann & Kordel, 2018).

The motivations and decision-making processes behind ur-
ban-to-rural migration are complex and multifaceted, influ-
enced by various economic, social, cultural, environmental,
and psychological push and pull factors. Push factors are the
conditions in urban areas that motivate individuals to leave,
while pull factors are the attractive features of rural destina-
tions. Table 2 presents a comprehensive overview of these
factors, categorized by economic, social-cultural, environ-
mental, and psychological dimensions.

Economic Factors: Economic considerations play a significant
role in urban-to-rural migration decisions, encompassing both
push factors from urban areas and pull factors towards rural
destinations. In urban areas, several economic conditions moti-
vate individuals to consider rural alternatives. High living costs,
job insecurity, and economic downturns often create financial
pressure and uncertainty (Argent et al., 2013; Eimermann,
2015; Reichert, 1993). Job loss, high retirement living costs,
and dissatisfaction with the capitalist system further contrib-
ute to the push away from cities. Many urban dwellers find
themselves seeking an alternative work-life balance, prompting
them to explore opportunities beyond metropolitan centers.

Conversely, rural areas attract migrants with various eco-
nomic incentives. Lower costs of living and affordable housing
serve as powerful pull factors, offering financial relief to those
burdened by urban expenses (Carson et al., 2018; lkutegbe et
al,, 2015; Stone & Stubbs, 2007; Bijker et al., 2012; Jonczy et
al,, 2021; Stockdale, 2016). Rural settings also present entre-
preneurial opportunities, including prospects for family busi-
nesses, which appeal to those seeking economic autonomy
(Wang & Yang, 2013; Eimermann & Kordel, 2018; Démurger
& Xu, 2011; Stone & Stubbs, 2007; Eimermann, 2016; Xu,
2010). Affordable retirement destinations in rural areas draw
older migrants looking to maximize their retirement savings.
The potential for self-sufficiency and sustainable livelihoods in
rural areas attracts those seeking alternative economic mod-
els. Many migrants, particularly lifestyle migrants, are drawn
to these opportunities as they seek to escape urban financial
pressures while exploring new economic possibilities in rural
settings (Benson, 201 |; Hoey, 2005; Kordel & Pohle, 2018).

The COVID-19 pandemic has further amplified these eco-
nomic motivations, reshaping urban-to-rural migration
patterns. Remote work opportunities, accelerated by the
pandemic, have enabled many urban dwellers to consider
rural relocation without sacrificing their employment (Von
Reichert et al, 2011, 2014b; Erlandsen & Haase Svendsen,
2023; Low et al., 2023; Memis et al., 2024; Oncii et al., 2023;
Nelson & Frost, 2023). This shift has led to increased interest
in rural properties and highlighted the potential for econom-
ic diversification in rural communities (Hjerpe et al., 2020;
Ramsawmy et al,, 2020; Zhao, 2023). The pandemic has not
only reinforced existing economic push and pull factors but
has also created new dynamics in urban-to-rural migration,
potentially leading to long-term changes in settlement pat-
terns and rural economic development.

Social and Cultural Factors: Social and cultural factors signif-
icantly influence the decision to migrate from urban to rural
areas. Urban push factors often include a sense of anonymity,
weakened community ties, and social pressures (Bijker et al.,
2012; Klien, 2022; Ni Laoire, 2007). Feelings of displacement,
changing social networks, and overcrowding can also drive
individuals to seek alternatives.
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Table 2. Push and pull factors in urban-to-rural migration

Urban push factors

Economic

Job loss

Economic downturns

High retirement living costs

Seeking alternative work-life balance
High cost of living

Job dissatisfaction

Dissatisfaction with the capitalist system

Social-cultural

Feeling of displacement
Changing social network
Overcrowding

Anonymity

Urban stress

Lack of community

Alienation from food production

Environmental

Urban decay

Unsuitable urban infrastructure

Limited access and disconnect from nature
Pollution

Congestion

Psychological

Nostalgia

Cultural disconnect
Desire for tranquillity
Urban fatigue

Desire for change
Self-fulfilment

Seeking alternative lifestyle

Rural pull factors

Economic

Family business opportunities
Affordable retirement destinations
Remote work possibilities

Lower living costs

Entrepreneurial opportunities
Self-sufficiency

Sustainable livelihoods

Social-cultural

Family ties for return migrants

Cultural familiarity

Age-friendly communities for retirement
Recreational opportunities

Sense of community

The slower pace of life

Connection to land and food production

Environmental

Favourable climate
Accessibility to nature
Scenic beauty
Outdoor activities
Natural amenities
Open spaces
Ecological living

Psychological

Sense of belonging

Cultural identity

Fulfilment of retirement dreams
Improved quality of life
Self-realization

Authenticity

Ideological fulfilment
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Rural areas, in contrast, may attract migrants with prom-
ises of stronger community bonds, social support net-
works, and a sense of belonging (Eimermann & Kordel,
2018; Haartsen & Thissen, 2014; Sandow & Lundholm,
2023). Pull factors include family ties for return migrants,
cultural familiarity, age-friendly communities for retirees,
recreational opportunities, and the desire for a slower
pace of life (Farrell et al., 2012; Sandow & Lundholm, 2023;
Almonacid, 2023; Cawley, 2020; Kopliku & Drishti, 2023).
The desire to preserve traditional ways of life, engage in
cultural practices, and contribute to rural community de-
velopment can be powerful pull factors (Charney & Palgi,
2014; Chen & Kong, 2021; Verinis, 201 1).

Environmental Factors: Environmental considerations are
increasingly prominent in urban-to-rural migration deci-
sions, reflecting growing concerns about quality of life and
sustainability. Several environmental factors act as push
forces in urban areas, motivating individuals to seek alter-
natives in rural settings. These include pollution, noise, lack
of green spaces, and a general disconnection from nature,
all of which can negatively impact residents' well-being and
health (Friedman, 2023; Osbaldiston, 2022; Persson, 2019).
Urban decay and unsuitable urban infrastructure can also
motivate individuals to seek rural alternatives.

On the other hand, rural areas exert a strong pull-on po-
tential migrants through their natural amenities, scenic land-
scapes, and abundant opportunities for outdoor recreation
(Benson, 2012; L8ke et al.,, 2020; Hjerpe et al., 2020; McKi-
ernan & Gill, 2022; Marchant & Rojas, 2015; Vukomanovic
& Orr, 2014). The promise of a favorable climate, easy ac-
cessibility to nature, and vast open spaces appeal to many
urban dwellers seeking a change in their living environment.
Additionally, rural areas often offer opportunities for ecologi-
cal living, which aligns with the values of individuals looking to
reduce their environmental impact and live more sustainably
(Santiago, 2017; Osbaldiston, 2022; Kolarova, 2023; Oliveira
& Penha-Lopes, 2020; Klien, 2022).

These environmental factors frequently intertwine with
lifestyle motivations, creating powerful incentives for ur-
ban-to-rural migration. Many migrants are drawn to rural
areas by the prospect of a perceived higher quality of life,
characterized by a slower pace, closer connection to na-
ture, and opportunities for self-sufficiency (Boucquey et
al., 2012; Kolarova, 2023; Wallis, 2019). This desire for a
lifestyle change acts as a significant pull factor, particularly
for those feeling overwhelmed by the fast-paced, discon-
nected nature of urban living. Amenity migrants, a specific
subset of urban-to-rural movers, are especially attracted to
rural destinations for their natural beauty and recreational
opportunities (Bartos et al., 2009; Matarrita-Cascante,
2017; Perkins et al., 2015). For these individuals, the envi-

ronmental attributes of rural areas are not just background
features but central motivations in their decision to relo-
cate, offering the promise of a life more in tune with nature
and personal well-being.

Psychological Factors: Psychological factors play a crucial
role in the decision to migrate from urban to rural areas.
Urban life may push individuals to seek change due to stress,
burnout, or a sense of unfulfillment (Friedberger, 1996; Lee-
brick, 2015; Sutherland, 2022). Urban fatigue, cultural discon-
nect, and a desire for change can motivate individuals to seek
rural alternatives.

Rural areas, conversely, can pull migrants with promises of
personal growth, self-realization, and the pursuit of long-held
dreams or ideals (Hayes, 2015; Lorenzen, 2021; Snikersproge,
2023). A sense of belonging, cultural identity, improved quality
of life, and opportunities for self-fulfilment serve as strong psy-
chological incentives. For many migrants, the decision to move
to a rural area represents a significant life change and an op-
portunity for personal reinvention (Calvario, 2017; Pisa, 2019;
Woods, 201 1). This is particularly evident among lifestyle mi-
grants and neo-peasants, who often view rural migration as
a path to authenticity and alternative ways of living (Drozda,
2023; Koensler; 2020; Oliveira & Penha-Lopes, 2020).

5. Conclusion

This systematic literature review has provided a compre-
hensive analysis of urban-to-rural migration, focusing on the
characteristics of migrants and their motivations for relocat-
ing. By examining 337 articles, our study reveals a complex
and nuanced picture of this demographic phenomenon, chal-
lenging simplistic narratives and highlighting the diversity of
migrants and their reasons for moving.

Our analysis shows that urban-to-rural migrants are a het-
erogeneous group, spanning a wide range of ages, educational
backgrounds, and socioeconomic statuses. While earlier
research often emphasized retirees seeking rural amenities,
more recent studies have highlighted the significant presence
of younger migrants, including families and professionals. This
diversity underscores the need for a more nuanced under-
standing of rural in-migration patterns.

The motivations driving urban-to-rural migration are equally
diverse and multifaceted. Economic factors, such as lower living
costs and entrepreneurial opportunities, play a significant role
for many migrants. However; non-economic factors, including
the desire for a stronger sense of community, proximity to
nature, and the pursuit of alternative lifestyles, are increasingly
recognized as powerful drivers of this migration trend. The
“rural idyll” concept continues to influence migration deci-
sions, although our review suggests that migrants often have a
more realistic view of rural life than previously assumed.
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Recent global events, particularly the COVID-19 pandemic,
have further complicated the landscape of urban-to-rural mi-
gration. The pandemic has accelerated existing trends and in-
troduced new motivations for urban exodus, including health
concerns and the increased feasibility of remote work. This
shift has potential long-term implications for both urban and
rural development patterns.

While our review provides a global perspective, it's important
to note that the intensity and nature of urban-to-rural migra-
tion can vary significantly between countries. For instance,
although urban-rural migration is an increasing phenomenon
in Turkey, there are relatively few studies (10) on this topic in
international publications. This highlights the need for more
research and international academic attention on urban-to-
rural migration patterns in countries like Turkey, where this
trend may be evolving differently from other regions.

This systematic literature review contributes to a more nu-
anced understanding of urban-to-rural migration by synthe-
sizing current research on migrant characteristics and moti-
vations. The range and complexity of topics covered in the
analyzed literature suggest that urban-to-rural migration is
a rich and diverse field of study with numerous pathways
for further exploration. As this demographic trend contin-
ues to evolve, particularly in the wake of global events like
the COVID-19 pandemic, ongoing research employing in-
terdisciplinary approaches and diverse methodologies will
be essential in comprehending its full implications for both
urban and rural areas.
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