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Paper 

 
RETURN TO THE RURAL IN GREECE DURING THE LAST DECADE: A 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH OF THE POTENTIAL SPATIAL PATTERNS    

Eugenia Anastasiou*, Marie-Noëlle Duquenne** 

 
Summary 

Migration is the only demographic phenomenon which directly interacts with time and space. This special 

feature lies in its inability of formatting a unique and widely accepted definition, as migration varies 

according to the specific research topic, the reference population and the data availability and reliability. In 

the modern history of Greece and especially during the postwar period, international migration held a very 

distinct position, as like the rest of southern European countries, Greece traditionally has been characterized 

as an “active immigration country”. At the same time, within the country we observed an intense 

urbanization process and a rural exodus, generating strong spatial population redistribution. During the 90s, 

Greece gradually turned into “host” country, especially for Balkan citizens. This new situation has largely 

contributed to the increase of the total population of the country as well as to a relative demographic 

revitalization of some rural areas. In parallel, the internal migratory flows in Greece continue, however they 

acquire new forms and directions where the largest cities are not systematically the privileged destination. 

It seems that Greece is now concerned by counter-urbanization trends. Internal migration has a significant 

effect on the organization and functioning of space, as it leads to new forms of spatial distribution of the 

population and contributes to the emergence of new “attractive areas”. 

For several decades, counter-urbanization in Europe constituted a key component of internal migration, 

causing numerous scientific analyses exploring both the intensity of the phenomenon as well as its causes 

and its effects. The data analysis of the recent population censuses in European countries confirms the 

continuing trend of migration towards rural areas, with special emphasis on small towns. In Greece, after a 

long period of population concentration in the main metropolitan areas, the first signs of counter-

urbanization occurred after the 1990s. Until now few detailed analyses of this phenomenon have been 

produced, because the internal migration “umbrella” includes various types and causes of movements, such 

as migration for study, retirement from active life or social mobility, for which there is a significant lack of 

data, especially at small spatial scale. Counter-urbanization and the “return” issue in Greece require a 

detailed and systematic exploratory analysis, since the few existing empirical studies do not produce clear 

answers. Most of them are based on sample surveys and therefore they only provide indications but and 

certainly not estimation of potential internal flows to the countryside. Few efforts have been made to 

measure this phenomenon through the available data of the recent censuses. 

The first objective of this paper is to examine in which extent we can detect - through the analysis of the 

recent Greek census data (2001-2011) – significant internal movements from urban areas to semi-rural and 

rural zones. Which areas of the country are really affected by this new tendency? Consequently, we examine 

the potential spatial patterns which identify the geographical mobility of Greek population during the last 

decade. The methodology adopted in the present study aims at delimiting the rural areas with significant or 

potential population growth and in some extent can be considered as “new attractiveness areas”. The 

ultimate goal is to highlight the magnitude of the "return to the countryside" phenomenon, as the internal 

migratory flows significantly define the spatial dynamics. 

The present research is focused on internal migration of Greek population and gives emphasis on returning 

to rural areas. Therefore, the population under consideration is related to Greeks born in Greece who are 

residents in the country both in 2001 and 2011. The scale of the analysis refers to the administrative level 

                                                           
* Université de Thessalie, Laboratoire d’Analyses Démographiques et Sociales (Lads), Grèce (evanastasiou@uth.gr) 
** Université de Thessalie, Laboratoire d’Analyses Démographiques et Sociales (Lads), Grèce (mdyken@uth.gr) 



3 
 

of Kapodistrian municipal districts, which in relation to the new administrative division (generating an 

important fusion of the previous municipalities) allows a more pertinent identification of rural areas 

concerned by the return to countryside. It also ensures a better and more comprehensive cartography of 

migratory flows to semi-urban and rural areas. In order to calculate the input and output flows, two cross 

tabulation matrixes were generated that referred to the 1034 local administrative units of the country. 

Finally internal migration crude indicators (inputs and outputs) have been estimated while the 

implementation of classification methods allowed us to detect clear internal migration patterns as well as 

some attractive areas in the countryside. 

Keywords: Internal migration, Counter urbanization, Return to the Rural, Greece 

 

Introduction 

Over the last decades, European rural areas appear to be an attraction pole for internal migrants, resulting 

in the reversal of the intense rhythm of the «rural exodus». Some areas even, presented population recovery 

(Labrianidis and Bella, 2004; Kiriazi-Allison, 2007). These upward trends in Greece resulted primarily 

from the settlement of foreign population (Kaklamani and Duquenne, 2008; Duquenne and Kotzamanis, 

2012).Since the last two decades, new forms of internal migration from urban areas to the “rural” are been 

observed, in search of better living conditions, especially for urban residents who maintained their ancestral 

property (Petrou and Koutsou, 2014; Anthopoulou et.al, 2013; Gkatzios, 2013). 

The population settlement in rural areas is related to the internal migration history. It is no coincidence that 

in France, this process started earlier than other countries and especially the European Mediterranean 

countries. More specifically, the first rural outflows in France appeared before World War I and turned into 

a mass movement until the late 50s, while in Greece the phenomenon matured and took place mainly from 

1960 to 1980.This considerable chronological gap explains that the first «return» waves in Greek 

countryside delayed. As a result, urban exodus displays a lag of about 20 years (compared to France and 

other European countries) and underlies research issues over the last decade (Petrou and Koutsou, 2014). 

The benefiting areas that appear to earn population are the small regional cities rather than the big urban 

centers. But their attractiveness is, to a considerable extent, a function of the relative distance to the 

country’s major urban areas. Some areas actually, try to attract people because their own presence creates 

new demand flows, new needs, requirements and services, which contribute to the development or at least 

the maintenance of the economic activity and in some cases, diversify the economic fabric. This strategy 

explains why some rural areas, not completely remote, show a real attractive power (Davezies 2009; 

Baudet, 2011). 

In this context, the objective of this work is to highlight to what extent internal migration and more 

specifically migration from urban areas to the rural has become a reality in Greece, thus contributing to the 

revitalization of certain rural areas. Of equal interest is the emergence of different spatial patterns of internal 

migration. The analysis is based on the data from the last two Greek Population Censuses (2001-2011) and 

refers to the permanent residence of the Greek population in the years 2001 and 2011 respectively, while 

the spatial reference scale refers to the administrative level of Kapodistrian municipal districts. 

The aim of this paper is twofold and involves both the exploration of the phenomenon’s intensity and the 

origin of the maximum inflow at each Kapodistrian municipality, in order to examine the spatial «return» 

patterns in rural areas. Moreover will be examined the moving trends observed from predominant urban 

municipalities to the rural. The under study population refers to the Greek people, since the concept of 

"return" as approached in this research, refers to the total mobility of the Greek inhabitants and underlies 

to some extent the concept of "origin". 
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1. Rural areas: Revival or Return? 

The countryside is characterized by the natural environment, which is at the same time prohibitive, but also 

ideal for the development of various activities. Spatially it is linked to agriculture, land use, low population 

density and lack of strong economic and business activity. There are no clear definitions and socio-

economic contexts that integrate the conceptual approach of the countryside (Labrianidis and Bella, 2004). 

In recent decades, the countryside has changed from a rural to a multi-functional space for multiple 

activities (Papadopoulos, 2004). New possibilities for employment beyond agriculture have been 

introduced. The new European and by extension Greek countryside is now multidimensional, composed of 

various economic activities such as construction, industrialization, tourism, local traditional products 

promotion, holiday homes establishment and recreation (Anthopoulou and Goussios, 2007; Kayser, 1990). 

However, no countryside would exist without agricultural labor and agricultural production (either in 

farming or forestry), despite its recent mutations (Anthopoulou and Goussios, 2007). “The new 

consumption patterns as well as the new management’s system of the rural areas, have generated a visible 

tertiarisation of the rural space” (Anthopoulou and Goussios, 2007: 247).Therefore the role of the farmer 

exceeds the agricultural production and turns him into the manager of the services and the activities of the 

multi-functional rural space(Papadopoulos, 2004). 

The transition from the dated to the multi-functional rural space was time-consuming and complex. The 

local rural communities and particularly those occupied in the primary sector lacked constantly young 

workforce. Due to the depreciation of agricultural works by the local rural residents, Greece and Southern 

European countries in general, turned into immigrant reception centers. Alongside, demographic conditions 

fostered this phenomenon. The meager wages and the youths’ high educational level pushed them exit the 

rural. Even the aging population has contributed to labor shortages in agriculture (Kasimis and 

Papadopoulos, 2005).  

However, in some cases, the exploitation of the services and activities developed, boosted and revitalized 

demographically the countryside. The relative increase of the population is not due to the natives but to 

"newcomers", who besides rural workforce utilized depending on each region’s geographical 

features(Kasimis, Papadopoulos and Pappas, 2010).The geographical exploration of this phenomenon as 

well as recent population censuses in Europe, tend to show a relative revival of rural areas, especially at 

small and medium sized cities(Duquenne, 2009; Kiriazi-Allison,2007).Specifically, the inverse 

phenomenon to urbanization (counterurbanisation) is observed strongly in some EU countries such as 

Ireland, Scotland, Spain and France. 

In-rural migration in Ireland is an expected phenomenon due to the long history in the depopulation of rural 

areas (NiLaoire, 2007).Population inflows are also presented in the Scottish countryside (Stockdale et al., 

2000). The phenomenon of internal migration is evident also in the Spanish countryside. Several Spanish 

autonomous provinces present distinctive population growth, the most important of which are Murcia, 

Cantabria, Castilla and Balearic Islands (INE, 2013). In France there is population growth in regions with 

strong rural and/or semi-urban character as the Alpes-de-Haute-Provence, Hautes-Alpes, Ariège, Aude, 

Charente-Maritime, Corse-du-Sud, Haute-Corse, Creuse, Lot, Pyrénées-Orientales, Tarn-et-Garonne and 

Var. The population increase is due to the positive net migration rates rather than natural increase (INSEE, 

2013). 

The end ofthe2010 marked the beginning of a difficult period for the EU Member States. The financial 

crisis caused economic misery in certain parts of Europe, created new migration waves and turned cities, 

regions or even entire countries into departure or destination places. In 2009, the countries that showed the 

highest net migration indicators were Luxembourg, Sweden, Slovenia, Italy and Belgium (Eurostat, 2011). 

Overall, during 2010,769 European regional units (NUTS-3) had a positive net migration. One of the 

highest migration inflows was recorded in Greece and specifically in the region of  Fokida. In Italy the 

highest net migration for 2010 was presented in Bologna, Parma and Pisa (Eurostat, 2012). 
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Internal migration is a phenomenon that has slightly been studied in Greece, mainly due to the unavailability 

of data. Still, there have not been detailed analyzes, as internal migration underlies different types of 

movements, for example moving due to army, study, retirement, social mobility and more. Nonetheless, 

Greece currently does not seem to present «return» trends in the rural under the option of the transition to 

a multi-functional space or to a "lifestyle" choice, but due to the close migrants’ ties to the place of origin 

(Duquenne and Kaklamani, 2009). 

Up to 1980, Greece was traditionally an emigration country, while after 1980 transformed into host country. 

After 1940 the phenomenon of internal migration began intensely to take place in Greece, although it 

concerned the population mobility of mountainous, semi-mountainous and small rural centers into lowland 

and/or larger urban areas (Kotzamanis and Michou, 2010).Before the time of crisis, most surveys 

highlighted internal migration as a form of urbanization and abandonment of rural areas. Nevertheless there 

are some signs of return flows to the countryside. As in Europe (Ackers and Dwyer, 2002), the Greek areas 

which constitute attraction pole are the coastal and the islands, while they meet the prerequisites for a better 

blend of quality of life. Among other things, they are characterized by ideal climate and the possibility of 

occupying with various activities (Gavalas and Kostopoulou, 2011).This focuses mainly on pensioners and 

senior inhabitants, who move to regions whose circumstances, will provide them with optimum living 

conditions. That type of mobility is directly related to tourism and to a special category of immigration 

(Pennington, 2013). 

Greece traditionally held that special label of the «emigration country». However the internal migration 

emerged as a second and equally important migration form. Consequently this research places particular 

emphasis on this form of migration, since it may lead to new forms of population distribution and designate 

regions that pull in-migrants (Davezies 2009; Baudet, 2011) where the «rural» plays a major role. 

Despite the fact that researchers often use the term «rural return», they do not limit their analysis to the 

population resettlement at his region of origin. The fact that the settlement of urban population stimulated 

and revitalized some rural areas, prompted the researchers to use the term «return» (Hervieu and Viard, 

1996).The «return to the countryside» or the «rural return» are common phrases in the colloquial language, 

but conceptually enclose a broader sense of migration. 

Etymologically the word "return" means the comeback to a certain place, such as the return of migrants to 

their homelands (Mpampiniotis, 2008). In the international literature the "return" is encountered as «reflux 

migration, homeward migration, remigration, return flow and second-time migration». These terms are 

commonly used to express the movement and settlement of people in their homeland (Gmelch, 1980). In 

terms of international migration return is interpreted as "repatriation". It is used to express the homecoming 

migrants in their country of origin. Several studies relating to repatriation, express the view that the return 

of migrants is the natural outcome that closes the migration cycle (Koser and Black, 1999). 

As mentioned above, the “return” is a multifaceted concept and by migration sense, it is inextricably linked 

to the migrants’ patrilineal areas. One aspect detects a separation between “return migration” as a natural 

process of an immigrant's settlement to his place of origin (for a specific period or permanently) or as a 

broader concept of repatriation. The latter, usually takes place necessarily, been expressed in forms of long 

visits, such as holidays (Long and Oxfeld, 2004).Another viewpoint confirming the complexity of the 

“return” meaning is the genealogical and particularly the separation between immigrants’ first and 

subsequent generations. The first-generation immigrant population, left their region of origin at some time, 

settled in some migratory destinations and then returned. On the contrary the second-generation migrants 

return to their homelands, without necessarily having ever lived in them (Tsuda, 2009). 

In the present work, the "rural return" is defined as the internal migration process of the urban population 

that decides to move into the countryside-since no official data enable the research of the actual return to 

the place of origin. Accordingly, we refer to the urban population migrants that either originate from the 

rural or not and decide to move in a specific rural area of their choice. In the first case, the migrants 

potentially keep strong family ties with the rural and in addition they may own a residence. However despite 
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their origin they may not have the above benefits. The situation then seems to be more complicated, as 

migrants appear to share features with those in the second category, which may be smaller, but of equal 

research interest. 

 

2. The key issue of data availability  

Migration is the most complex demographic phenomenon, due to the difficulty of its definition and 

generally the unavailability of sufficient and disaggregated data. Direct consequence of this fact is that each 

research is finally obliged to adapt its methodological approach according to the existing data. The 

migration phenomenon cannot be studied in depth, but only some of its aspects may be captured. 

Main sources of internal migration data are the national population censuses. The census records include 

specific questions on the place of residence, place of birth and place of usual residence. However censuses 

seem, to some extent, to provide insufficient information on migration and population mobility as: (i) the 

given reference period is the year, or five years (in Greece) (ii) they only include movements made at the 

edges of periods, while intermediate transitions are not reported (iii) the main causes of residence change 

are not mentioned (Kiriazi-Allison, 2005). 

This paper examines the intensity of the migration during the period 2001-2011.It focuses on the study of 

the Greek population’s mobility in the last decade before the Greek economic crisis and in particular 

investigates whether there is evidence of a reversal of the phenomenon of urbanization, to the rural. 

Specifically, as regards internal migration, there will be an effort to define the spatial patterns between the 

places of origin and destination, with the ultimate purpose of seeking attractive population centers in the 

rural. 

The diachronic administrative changes, the non-adoption of a uniform geographical codes system and the 

unavailability of digital geospatial databases set difficulties particularly in longitudinal analyses, while the 

data reliability and availability hinder the cross-sectional analyses (Kotzamanis and Pappas, 2014). 

In the present study, the data are derived from the last two Greek censuses (2001 and 2011), while the 

spatial reference level for both censuses is the municipal unit (former Kapodistrian municipality), 

geographically coded as Kapodistrian municipalities. In particular, the analysis focuses on Greek 

population who was (i) surviving in 2001 and 2011 and (ii) present in Greece in 2001 and 2011 (were 

registered at the Greek Censuses). 

In fact the analysis focuses on a pillar of internal migration - namely the "return to the rural" -and to an 

extension at the place of origin. Consequently the structure and the way the research question is set, requires 

considering only the Greek population and not the total registered population at the date of the census (Table 

1). 

Table 1: 1st excluded group (foreigners) 

Categories Population Percentage % 

Greeks surviving and present in Greece in 2001 and 

2011 
9.904.286 91,57 

Foreigners present in Greece in 2011 912.000 8,43 

Total 10.816.286 100 

Source: Authors’ compilation 

After this first partition, the population was split into two sub-categories: the Greeks that during the two 

last censuses were registered in the same municipality and Greeks that in 2001 census were registered in a 

different municipality than census 2001. This new partition actually separates the "non-mobile" population 

from those who effectively have moved (Table 2). 
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Table 2: 2nd excluded group (non-mobile Greeks) 

Categories Population Percentage % 

Greeks registered in the same municipality in 2001 and 

2011 
8.067.657 81,46 

Greeks with different residence registers between 2001 

and 2011 
1.836.629 18,54 

Total 9.904.286 100 

Source: Authors’ compilation 

As regards the population excluded from the study, it is also necessary not to take into account the age 

group 0-19 years (Table 3), as the movements made by this group are inductive. In order to show up the 

rural mobility’s origins, the dependent movements should be rejected, since the migration intensity is a 

function of the number of the family members. The research subjects included in the age group 0-19 years 

generally do not move voluntarily, but move because some descendants moved. Furthermore minors dimly 

get involved to their parents’ migration decision (Urry, 2007).Thus excluding from the 2001 population the 

age group 0-9 years, we neutralize in a way the birth phenomenon that has taken place in the period from 

2001 to 2011. 

Table 3: 3d excluded group (Greeks 0-19 years in 2011) 

Categories Age Groups Population Percentage % 

Greeks registered in the same 

municipality in 2001 and 2011 

0-19 1.632.613 16,48 

20-85+ 6.435.044 64,97 

Greeks with different residence registers 

between 2001 and 2011 

0-19 287.238 2,90 

20-85+ 1.549.391 15,64 

Total 0-85+ 9.904.286 100 

Source: Authors’ compilation 

3. Methodology 

As mentioned above, the complexity met at the migration phenomenon, requires both clearly definition of 

the research question and definite clarification of the "involved" concepts, which will specify the research 

march. The spatial view of the “rural areas” is a multidimensional and complex process. For the 

geographical-spatial definition of the rural space, a typology of the Greek municipalities and communes 

has been developed and proposed, in order to highlight the rural areas according to their degree of 

attractiveness. 

The need for a new typology is due to the weakness of the OECD and Eurostat pre-existing typologies to 

adequately represent the Greek regional units’ identity. Moreover, special attention was given to the Greek 

space characteristics, as factored a number of criteria such as population density, proximity to the main 

local urban centre, mountainous degree and the average weighted by population and area altitude. Finally 

a series of hierarchical classifications were implemented in order to detect the most appropriate cluster 

division. According to the typology, the 1034 former Kapodistrian Greek municipalities are divided into 

four sub-categories (Map 1). 
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 Predominant Rural Municipality  < 25% urban population   

 Semi-Rural Municipality  25-50% urban population 

 Semi-Urban Municipality  50-75% urban population 

 Predominant Urban Municipality  > 75%  urban population  

 

Map 1: Typology of the Greek Urban-Rural Space 

 
Source: Authors’ compilation 

Based on the proposed typology and the four categories of Kapodistrian municipalities’ spatial 

classification, 16 different flows of internal migration can be defined. This paper explores whether and to 

what extent there are evidence and trends of population movements to the rural. 

Therefore, the analysis focuses on the population living in urban centers and moving to the rural, semi-rural 

and semi-urban areas. Consequently, the flows directing from (i) semi-rural region to rural (ii) semi urban 

region to semi-rural or rural are rejected from the analysis. 

Although they outline flows from "higher to lower geographical level", none of these categories meet the 

high urbanity criterion, as defined in the typology above. These flows are integrated into the wider “rural” 
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and therefore movements between regions with similarities and common features -in the concept of the 

rural as we defined before- are not subject of this research. Consequently, the analysis of the internal flows 

is limited to three directions (Diagram 1).  

Diagram 1: Potential flows of the «rural return» phenomenon 

 
Source: Authors’ compilation 

The phenomenon in absolute terms is limited, therefore it cannot be said with certainty either that the rural 

return is characterized by negligible migration flows or it’s unworthy of scientific research. 

The Greek migrants aged from 20 years and above, during the period 2001-2011, are 1.549.391, of which 

80% comes from the predominant urban areas. Not surprisingly, the majority of these movements took 

place within the urban space (Table 4).Although in absolute terms the return to the rural cannot be 

considered as a sharpening phenomenon, in relative terms, internal movements from urban areas to semi-

rural and rural zones are not neutral (approximately 27%) and therefore further research is justified. 

Table 4: Urban Outflows (2001-2011) 

Direction 
Moving 

Population 
Percentage % 

Total 1.222.171 100 

UrbanUrban 895.006 73,2 

Urban“Rural Return” 327.165 26,8 

UrbanSemi-Urban 135.220 11,1 

UrbanSemi-Rural 54.787 4,5 

UrbanRural 137.158 11,2 

Source: Authors’ compilation 

To approach the research question, two parallel methodologies were developed, each of which focuses on 

a specific field of study. The development of the spatial patterns implies the intersection of the population 

tables of the last two censuses (2001 and 2011), in order to calculate the total migratory flows.In a second 

phase, by filtering the tables,the flows starting from the predominant urban municipalities (2001) 

directingto the rural (2011)were isolated.Finally, based on the above data, two indicators reflecting the 

intensity of the phenomenon and the origin of the new residents wereestimated and assessed. 

 

3.1 Intensity 

The first methodological issue is to highlight the areas that are internal inflows “recipients”, of remarkably 

increased weight. Through the exploration of the phenomenon’s "intensity", it is expected to emerge 

municipalities that present population recovery due to the high migration flows (and not to the natural 

balance).To calculate the intensity of the "rural return" it is required (i) to calculate the inflows to the 

municipalities in the year 2011 (ii) to formulate the reference population for the year 2001 (iii) to define 

the intensity index. 

The reference population is basically set by the total population under study, excluding from this the 

population rejection groups, which in our case are: 

a) Foreigners 
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b) Greeks surviving in 2001 and deceased in 2011 

c) Greeks registered in the same municipality in 2001 and 2011 

d) Greeks 0-9 years in 2001 

In particular, as regards the rejection of the Greeks 0-9 years in 2001, analogically results that in 2011 they 

would be 10-19 years. Consequently they should not be included in the analysis as they constitute dependent 

migrants. The method completion requires the creation of the 1034 Kapodistrian municipalities PivotTable, 

for both ends of the time section (from 2001 to 2011) in order to designate the migration flows. The 

methodology outcome describes the Greeks registered in a predominant urban area in 2001 Census and in 

a rural municipality in 2011. Therefore the rural-return flows for the census year 2011 were measured. The 

inflows were clustered according to their origin (inputs from: neighboring municipality, municipality in the 

same region, Thessaloniki, Athens and municipality in other region) and five tool-maps were created to 

verify and enhance the potential attractiveness zones, according to their intensity index defined as 

following: 

Index 1 = «Rural Return» Intensity Index =Inflows 𝑖 Reference Population 𝑖⁄  

with: 

Reference population in Kapodistrian municipality i = Greek population over 20 years,   

and i = 1,2,...1034 Kapodistrian municipalities 

The Intensity index of the “return to the rural” phenomenon  is the ratio giving the number of new residents 

of the municipality for 1000 inhabitants in the same municipality in 2001. Specifically it identifies the 

attractiveness of a municipality through its inflows’ degree. The greater the intensity ratio is, the greater the 

inputs’ weight in the overall population. 

 

3.2 Origin of new residents 

Most internal migration researchers do not understand the importance of connecting the rural (as a migrant 

destination) with the departure zone (Stockdale, 2015), while the classical migratory counterurbanisation 

patterns do not accurately reflect the complexity of the phenomenon (Bijker and Haartsen, 2012). In 

addition, the inverse phenomenon of urbanization has been analyzed across the full breadth of the scientific 

bibliographic range and “there is not much to add one” (Halfacree, 2008). This results in the weakening of 

quantitative research and exportation of generalized conclusions, as to population movements in rural areas 

under the broad range of counterurbanisation (Stockdale, 2015). 

The methodological question that arises, concerns the preferential destinations regarding the mobility of 

the reference population before the 2011 census. The analysis focuses on the possible spatial patterns that 

Greek space presents, in terms of internal migration, as regards exodus. It is explored to what extent the 

flows arise from the near or distant urban areas, whether they come from the same prefecture or not and 

finally what is the relative role of the two metropolitan areas of Greece (Athens and Thessaloniki), in order 

to export clear and reliable conclusions on the actual movement trends to the rural. Therefore the migrants’ 

place of departure plays an important role in developing the methodology and formulating the results. 

The 816 former Kapodistrian municipalities that are part of the Greek rural space (as defined above) are 

highly diversified as to the following: there are municipalities where households deciding to change 

principal residence transcend critically the borders not only of the same prefecture but also of the adjacent 

area, while in other municipalities, the exodus is strongly restricted to the neighboring area. 

Considering that the study is covering a fairly wide spatial range, five categories of predominant urban 

areas have been defined in order to evaluate their contribution to the under study internal migration. 
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Consequently it is possible to determine for each municipality, the origin of new residents as regards the 

following spatial patterns: 

1. Neighboring Urban Areas 

2. Urban Areas of the Same Prefecture 

3. Urban Areas of Thessaloniki Prefecture 

4. Urban Areas of Attica Prefecture 

5. Urban Areas of Other Prefecture (except Attica and Thessaloniki) 

Due to their specific place and role in the socio-economic functioning of the country, it was firstly necessary 

to define the Attica and Thessaloniki urban municipalities. In a second time, through the natural-

geographical contiguity matrix, the 1stdegree neighbors were determined for each one of the 1034 

Kapodistrian municipalities, in order to evaluate the inflows from the bordering urban areas. It is obvious 

that the analysis could also examine the 2nd degree of contiguity because it is most likely to observe equally 

intensive mobility.  

Methodologically, the most important spatial origin is approached by two indexes, both of them 

complementary. The first takes into account the inflows in absolute terms and consequently focuses on the 

large spatial units and more particularly on the two metropolises (Athens and Thessaloniki) because, due 

to their large population size, it is enabled to show up their specific influence. The second method takes 

into account the relative weight of the five spatial patterns (they do not have the same weight due to their 

population size), therefore featuring the relative importance of the intra-regional movements. This approach 

does not negate the previous one. On the contrary they constitute two complementary approaches of the 

maximum inflows’ origin: i) in absolute terms to highlight the role of the large influence zones and ii) in 

relative terms to obtain the actual inflows outside influence zones.  

i) Predominant origin in absolute terms 

For each municipality five variables were calculated, one for each spatial pattern. These variables represent 

the inflows’ percentage for each of the five categories on the total inflows in the municipality. 

Inf_1 = Inflows from Neighboring Municipality / Total Inflows in the municipality 

Inf_2 = Inflows from Municipality of the same Prefecture/ Total Inflows in the municipality 

Inf_3 = Inflows from Thessaloniki’s Prefecture/ Total Inflows in the municipality 

Inf_4 = Inflows from Attica’s Prefecture/ Total Inflows in the municipality 

Inf_5 = Inflows from Other Prefecture/ Total Inflows in the municipality 

The Predominant origin in absolute terms, reflecting the origin of the majority of new residents in each 

municipality, is calculated as: 

Index 2 = Predominant origin in absolute terms = Max(Inf_1i to Inf_5i)  

where i= 1,2,...1034 Kapodistrian municipalities 

 

ii) Predominant origin in relative terms 

The second approach expects to resolve the issue of the "large populations" compared to the "smalls". This 

requires the creation of weighted variables which will eliminate the considerable Attica’s and 

Thessaloniki’s absolute importance. For each one of the municipalities, the total population of the five 

urban categories is defined as follows (Table 5). 
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Table 5: Definition of the new population variables 

Variable Description Formula 

p1i 

Neighboring 

municipalities’ 

Population 

Population of Neighboring municipalities in the same 

prefecture  

– Population of Municipality i  

– Population of Attica  

– Population of Thessaloniki 

+ Population of the Neighboring municipalities in Other 

prefecture  

p2i 

Neighboring 

municipalities’ in the 

same prefecture 

Population 

   Population of the Same Prefectures 

– Population of the Neighboring municipalities in the 

same prefecture  

– Population of Attica 

– Population of Thessaloniki 

p3i 
Thessaloniki’s 

Population 

Population of Thessaloniki 

– Population of Municipality i 

p4i Attica’s Population 
   Population of Attica 

– Population of Municipality i 

p5i 
Other Prefecture’s 

Population 

Population of Other Prefectures 

– Population of Municipality i  

– Population of  Neighboring municipalities  

– Population of Thessaloniki 

– Population of Attica 
Source: Authors’ compilation 

Then we created the relative weights of each category of origin which resulted from the ratio of the specific 

inflows in the municipality i on the population of each pattern (Table 6). 
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Table 6: Weights creation 

Variable Description Formula 

w_Inf1 
Neighboring 

municipalities’ weight 

Inflows from Neighboring 

Municipality / p1i 

w_Inf2 

Neighboring 

municipalities’ in the 

same prefecture weight 

Inflows from Municipality of the same 

Prefecture / p2i 

w_Inf3 Thessaloniki’s weight 
Inflows from Thessaloniki’s Prefecture 

/ p3i 

w_Inf4 Attica’s weight Inflows from Attica’s Prefecture / p4i 

w_Inf5 
Other Prefecture’s 

weight 
Inflows from Other Prefecture / p5i 

Source: Authors’ compilation 

The Predominant origin in relative terms obviously takes into consideration the different size of the 5 spatial 

patterns. It is defined as following: 

Index3 = Predominant origin in relative termsi = MAX (w_Inf1i tow_Inf5i)  

where 𝑖= 1,2,...1034 Kapodistrian municipalities 

 

4. A picture of rural return 

The internal migration intensity - reflecting the relative importance of the inflows from urban areas as 

regards the total population over 20 years - can be interpreted as an index of attractiveness. This index is 

characterized by a relatively high degree of variability (Map 2). Some areas are characterized by significant 

entry ratios (> 50), reflecting a relative attractiveness which can contribute to their demographic dynamism, 

especially when these new residents are mainly young households. Consequently, if we take into account 

the young population (less than 20 years old), the ratio should be greater. 

Generally large intensities are observed in the large periurban areas, such municipalities benefit from a 

relative proximity with regional urban centers. As it was expected, this tendency concerns clearly the two 

Greek metropolitan municipalities, Athens and Thessaloniki: in many cases, the inflows exceed the ratio of 

50 new residents for 1000 inhabitants. High attractiveness also presents the rural Crete and specifically the 

municipalities bordering with the urban centers Chania, Rethymnon and Heraklion. 

The intensity of mobility differs significantly in the mainland, as the inflows in these municipalities do not 

exceed the threshold of 25 new residents for 1000 inhabitants. More precisely: 

 The category in which the mobility intensity is negligible (inflow ratio less than < 5) consists 

primarily of predominant rural and semi-rural municipalities (166 municipalities) with a population 

averaging 4,000 inhabitants but not necessary located in deprived zones (mountain, border regions) as 

shown by Map 2 . 

 Around one third of the former Kapodistrian municipalities (17% is semi-urban, 11% semi-rural 

and 72% predominant rural) present low intensity movements (5-10).  
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 The peculiarity is that some non-urban municipal regional capitals (Pirgos, Grevena, Zakynthos, 

Edessa, Agios Nikolaos) do not present strong attractiveness, whereas their bordering municipalities show 

also low intensity inflows. A typical example is the semi-urban capital of Ilia region in Peloponnese 

(Pyrgos) which is characterized by low attractiveness. At the contrary, in the same region of Ilia, the 

predominant rural municipality of Kastro-Kyllini, not far from Andravida, a local urban center, benefits 

from a stronger inflow (10-25). Through this specific example, it appears that if the proximity to regional 

or local urban center is an important factor of attractiveness, other components have also a predominant 

role. Kastro-Kyllini is the port connecting the continental Greece with the Ionian Islands and at the same 

time, it is a place of seasonal residence, especially for inhabitants of Patras.  

In a few number of cases, the index presents extreme values that would require further investigation, 

especially as regards the eventuality of statistical errors during the census campaign (2011). Such a case is 

the municipality of Vardousia (Fokida Region) where 447 new residents have been registered for a 

reference population of 756 inhabitants. 

Map 2: Intensity Index of the “rural return”(2001-2011) 

 
Source: Authors’ compilation 
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The predominant origin in absolute terms (Map 3) shows the origin of the maximum inflows in each 

municipality as regards the five spatial categories above defined. This index clearly highlights the zones 

influenced by the dipole Athens- Thessaloniki. The Peloponnese, the islands and the Central Greece attract 

in majority new residents from Athens, while Northern Greece and specifically the Central Macedonia 

attracts only new residents from Thessaloniki. This clear differentiation has to be directly related to the 

rural exodus occurred in the past and to some extent, this differentiation may reflect the maintenance of 

some cultural bonds with the territory of origin. As it turns out, within internal migration the population 

movements do not occur randomly or only based on the geographical distance criterion. As an example we 

may refer to the Corfu Island that spatially is closer to Thessaloniki, but the absolute maximum new 

population is generated by Athens. 

50% of suburban municipalities, more than 30% of semi-rural, and nearly 55% of predominant rural attract 

(in absolute values) mostly new comers from Athens. The broader suburban area of most Greek urban 

centers tends to attract to a large extent, people from the neighboring municipalities (for example Patra, 

Ioannina, Larissa, Heraklion). 

Although the special weight of the two metropolises is important and obviously prevails over the other 

predominant urban regions, most of the suburban areas present a demographic dynamic and tend to 

compose possible attractiveness poles, enhanced by their spatial location. Thessaly, Western Macedonia, 

Eastern Macedonia and Thrace as well as the Prefecture of Heraklion seem to differ in terms of new 

residents’ predominant origin as the special weight of the large metropolises do not play important role. 

They show up an internal population reclassification. 
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Map 3: Predominant origin in absolute terms (2001-2011)

 
Source: Authors’ compilation 

 

In relative terms (Map 4) the intra-regional migratory movements emerge more clearly comparatively to 

the analysis in absolute terms (Map 3) due to the large relative weight of Athens and Thessaloniki. Once 

again the attractiveness zones formed around each urban area are clearly identified. 

Moreover the rural spatial units attract population from the bordering urban areas. The predominant origin 

from Athens and Thessaloniki and the polarization they cause in the wider suburban areas are no longer of 

major importance and thus an agglomeration effect is caused around the regional urban centers. The 

influence of Athens on the islands is still maintaining its relative importance, as a strong interaction between 

them is obvious. Attica loses its predominant role in terms of population outflows for Peloponnese and 

Western Greece, while the intra-regional population exchanges gain influence. For a quite larger number 

of rural municipalities in Continental Greece as well as in Crete, the new residents are predominantly (in 

relative terms) coming from the neighboring municipalities of the main local urban center. 
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On the contrary, in absolute as in relative terms, the predominant origin in Central Macedonia does not 

differ significantly. Thessaloniki still constitutes the main influence zone in the municipalities of Central 

Macedonia, especially in Kilkis, Pella and Chalkidiki, confirming the increased spatial influence of the 2nd 

Greek metropolis. 

Map 4: Predominant origin in relative terms (2001-2011) 

 
Source: Authors’ compilation 

The absolute and relative approaches of the predominant origin index act complementary. The first presents 

the general overview in Greek spatial units regarding population movements, while the second focuses on 

the essential movements that are not identified in the first case, because of the small absolute weight of the 

smaller municipalities. 

 

Conclusion 

Migration is a constant and recurring “future-oriented” phenomenon, in which the migrant repositions 

himself and sometimes his family to a new spatial location, expecting a finest future (Laliotou, 2013). In 
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Greece, the migration issue and more specific the internal migration is getting increased attention for many 

decades. Recent internal migration studies (in large spatial scale) highlight the movement trends of the 

Greek population from urban areas to the rural as a phenomenon in progress but not so intense, 

comparatively to other European countries (Duquenne, 2009; Gkartzios, 2013). At regional level (NUTS 

2), if we examine the migration balance during the period 31/12/09 and the last census date (2011) – that is 

the difference between the number of new residents and the number of inhabitants leaving the region for a 

another one - it clearly appears that Attica and Thessaloniki were the only regions with negative balance, 

all the other ones have slightly positive or clearly positive balance (especially island regions). This result 

tends to indicate a possible exodus from the two main urban areas to other regions and this movement seems 

to reinforce the position of island regions.  

The results obtained in relation to the flows depiction, were presented without prejudice to the completeness 

and reliability of the available data (Kotzamanis and Michou, 2010). Given this, a careful analysis has been 

conducted in order to formulate conclusions, taking into account the disadvantages pointed out by ELSTAT, 

on comparability between the two censuses (2001-2011). 

On the basis of the movements’ intensity of the Greek population, special emphasis is given on intra-

regional movements, especially in the movements heading to the suburban area, regardless of its spatial 

identity. The analysis of the predominant origin index in absolute terms, however, offers more qualitative 

information with respect to the analysis of the intensity in itself due to the fact that the first reflects quite 

well the historical formation of Greece as well as the history of rural exodus, aspects which definitively 

play important role.  

On the basis of the five spatial patterns beforehand defined, three major zones can be highlighted as regards 

the origin of the new residents in rural municipalities: (i) Rural Western and Southern Greece as well as 

Aegean Islands are clearly under the influence of Athens (newcomers from the Capital are obviously 

predominant), (ii) Most rural areas of Western and Central Macedonia are under the influence of 

Thessaloniki while a large part of Eastern Macedonia and Thrace as well as Epirus and Thessaly present a 

more complex situation with very limited inflows from Athens and Thessaloniki. In relative values, the 

predominant origin index allowed to revitalize the above results even if the general pattern is unchanged: 

the islands (including the Ionian ones) tend to become host places for new inhabitants coming from Attica 

while the origins of new residents in Central Macedonia are in majority from Thessaloniki. Nevertheless 

the overall picture of “return” tendencies – when evaluated in relative terms - is more diversified with an 

increased role of regional urban centers (regional capital as well as small-medium cities). Finally, it seems 

that the internal migration from predominant urban areas to the rural zones is mainly focused on two spatial 

patterns: movements a) to neighboring municipalities and b) to rural municipalities of the same prefecture. 

The combination of the intensity index and the predominant origin in relative terms verifies the existence 

of multiple forms of internal movements, the reasons of which vary according to the destination cities. 

Through the mapping of spatial patterns, we are unable to draw conclusions as regards the motives and the 

causes that led to the “return to the rural” phenomenon. So, despite the fact that there is some evidence of 

"rural return", it should be absolutely arbitrary to conclude that this phenomenon reflects a return to the 

place of origin, although the family ties in Greece are extremely strong. Such results demonstrate the need 

for further research about this complex phenomenon. Combining the two criteria (intensity and predominant 

origin in relative terms), it is effectively possible to detect representative areas in order to conduct a field 

research. Through this process, we will explore the causes of the internal migration in order to provide 

information as regards the qualitative dimension of the “rural return”. 
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