
The Geography of Life: Evidence from Copenhagen

Gabriel M. Ahlfeldt1 Ismir Mulalic2 Caterina Soto Vieira3 Daniel M. Sturm3

1Humboldt University Berlin
2Copenhagen Business School
3London School of Economics

10 March 2025

1 / 42



Motivation
� Large literatures have investigated how age and life events, such as marriage,

children or retirement, shape economic decisions:
– Franco Modigliani’s pioneering work introduced the idea that wages, consumption

and savings are intimately linked to age.
– Gary Becker’s work portrays marriage and children as fundamental determinants

of labor supply and time allocation more broadly.
– Vast empirical literatures show how age and life events profoundly shape

economic outcomes such as labor supply, wages and savings.

� Despite this long tradition we know surprisingly little about how age and life
events shape location choices.

� Given large differences in prices and amenities across space, location choices
are one of the most important economic decisions that people make.
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This Paper
� We document a substantial life cycle in location choices within cities using

newly assembled employer-employee-property-family panel dataset for
Copenhagen covering more than 30 years.

� We use event study estimates to explore the contribution of both life events
and age to the overall life cycle in location choices.

� We then develop a quantitative spatial model to examine mechanisms that can
explain the striking sorting in the city.

� Finally, we use model counterfactuals to explore how demographic trends such
as population aging and fertility changes will shape the geography of cities.

3 / 42



Preview of Results
� Mobility: We document mobility across residences and workplaces within cities

that is nearly an order of magnitude larger than mobility across cities.
� Life cycle: We estimate a substantial life cycle in location choices within cities

using individual fixed effects, ruling out cohort effects as confounders.
� Life Events: We show that observable life events contribute a substantial part

to the overall life cycle in location choices.
� Mechanisms: We use a QSM to examine the mechanisms behind the location

choices over the life cycle and find a key role for urban amenities.
� Demographic Change: Model counterfactuals show that different demographic

changes (aging, lower fertility, single households) can have large effects but may
partially neutralize each other.
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Overview of the Presentation
� Empirical Setting and Data

� Stylized Facts

� Theoretical Model

� Quantification

� Counterfactuals

� Conclusion
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Empirical Setting
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