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Marcos Castillo’s doctoral dissertation, Roots Across the Atlantic: Social Net-
works and Economic Outcomes from the Swedish Mass Migration to the United 
States, 1880–1920, makes a significant contribution to the field of migration 
studies and economic history. This work examines the Swedish migration 
experience during the Age of Mass Migration, focusing on the critical role of 
kinship networks, economic outcomes, and assimilation. Castillo uses newly 
digitized microdata, primarily drawn from Swedish and US censuses, along-
side record-linkage techniques, to produce a detailed and methodologically 
sophisticated analysis. The dissertation consists of an introduction and four 
papers, each addressing distinct yet interconnected aspects of the migration 
process. 

The introduction establishes the theoretical and methodological frame-
work for the dissertation. Castillo positions his work within the growing lit-
erature on migration and economic outcomes, drawing on the Borjas model 
of migrant selection, network theory, and recent advances in microdata use. 
The focus on Swedish migration, one of the most significant sending coun-
tries to the US, is well-justified by the availability of comprehensive data and 
the country’s unique socio-economic conditions during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. One of the dissertation’s key strengths lies 
in its use of micro-level data to tackle major questions in migration stud-
ies. By linking individuals across Swedish and US records, Castillo uncovers 
detailed patterns of kinship-driven migration, occupational mobility, and 
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economic assimilation. This microdata approach allows him to go beyond 
aggregate trends, shedding light on individual and familial decision-making 
processes, as well as the impacts of migration networks. The emphasis on 
gendered outcomes is particularly noteworthy, addressing a gap in migration 
literature by focusing on female migrants’ experiences and their economic 
and social implications. However, the thesis also leaves certain areas under-
explored. The exclusion of Sweden’s earlier migration wave (1850s–1860s) 
due to data limitations is acknowledged but nonetheless limits the historical 
scope. Similarly, there is relatively little engagement with the broader global 
context of migration or with institutions beyond the family and local com-
munity. These omissions suggest avenues for further research and theoreti-
cal development. 

The first paper, ”Kinship and Opportunity: Swedish Chain Migration to 
the United States, 1880–1920”, examines the critical role of kinship networks 
in facilitating migration during the Swedish Age of Mass Migration. Using 
the EMIBAS database, Castillo employs record-linkage techniques to con-
nect individual and family-level data, analysing how social ties influenced 
migration decisions. His findings reveal that having family members – par-
ticularly siblings – who had already emigrated significantly increased the 
likelihood of others in the family following suit. This dynamic extended to 
more distant kin, illustrating how migration decisions were often family-
based rather than individual, particularly in regions without prior emigra-
tion traditions. By demonstrating the self-reinforcing nature of these pat-
terns, Castillo offers important contributions to the understanding of chain 
migration. His results show how early movers opened pathways for others, 
spreading migration through families and even entire parishes. These find-
ings not only expand the concept of chain migration to include extended 
kin but also highlight the importance of early pioneers in shaping migration 
patterns. 

The methodological approach is one of the paper’s key strengths. The use 
of micro-level data from EMIBAS allows Castillo to track migration at an 
unprecedented level of detail, offering new insights into the social dynamics 
underpinning migration flows. However, certain limitations warrant fur-
ther consideration. While Castillo acknowledges that EMIBAS covers only 
around 60% of post-1895 emigrants, the potential biases introduced by this 
underrepresentation are not explored in depth. If certain groups were sys-
tematically excluded, this could affect the generalizability of the findings. 
Similarly, the paper could delve deeper into the mechanisms through which 
kinship networks operated. For instance, were early migrants providing fi-
nancial assistance, sharing critical information, or offering direct sponsor-
ship to their kin? These aspects remain somewhat implicit and could be made 
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more explicit with concrete examples. The study’s focus on Sweden, though 
well-justified, also raises questions about broader applicability. Comparative 
analysis with other migrant groups could provide valuable context for these 
findings. Were similar kinship-driven dynamics observed among migrants 
from other European countries, or were these patterns unique to Sweden?

The second paper, ”The Land of Opportunity? Social Class, Returns to 
Migration, and Occupational Mobility of Swedish Immigrants During the 
Age of Mass Migration, 1880–1910”, explores the economic returns to mi-
gration and the extent to which these returns varied by social class. Cas-
tillo uses linked data from Swedish and US censuses, employing a brother 
fixed-effects approach to control for unobserved family-level heterogeneity. 
His analysis reveals striking heterogeneity in the economic outcomes of mi-
grants, with returns largely driven by wage differentials rather than occupa-
tional mobility. Castillo’s findings show that the average economic returns 
to migration were substantial, amounting to 80% in 1900 and 62% in 1910. 
The returns were most pronounced for sons of low-skilled or unskilled work-
ers, who experienced increases exceeding 90% in 1900. Conversely, sons of 
white-collar workers saw more modest gains, though still positive, at around 
30%. These results align with the Borjas model of migrant selection, which 
predicts that individuals from lower socioeconomic strata stand to benefit 
the most from migration. One of the paper’s key contributions is its nuanced 
examination of occupational mobility. Castillo finds that while occupational 
upgrades were limited, the higher wages available in the United States drove 
the positive returns. Migrants often held jobs that paid better than those 
available in Sweden but were still lower-status compared to the occupations 
of brothers who remained. For sons of unskilled workers, however, the US 
offered greater opportunities for both wage increases and modest occupa-
tional advancement. The paper challenges common assumptions about the 
drivers of economic returns to migration. Castillo argues convincingly that 
it was not occupational mobility but rather the wage premium in the United 
States that attracted migrants.

While the methodological rigour of this paper is commendable, some as-
pects could be explored further. For example, Castillo notes the significant 
economic returns to migration but does not fully consider the non-wage 
factors that may have influenced the perceived benefits. Were these wage 
increases sufficient to offset the social and emotional costs of leaving one’s 
home country, such as separation from family and community? Concrete ex-
amples of how migrants evaluated these trade-offs would enrich the analysis. 
Moreover, the discussion of assimilation and social class could be expanded. 
Castillo briefly notes that migrants from lower social classes may have faced 
different assimilation trajectories than their middle-class counterparts, but 
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this point is not fully developed. Did lower-class migrants assimilate more 
quickly in economic or social terms, and if so, what mechanisms drove this 
process? Similarly, the role of economic growth in Sweden during this period 
– particularly its industrialization – merits closer consideration. As Castillo 
notes, the declining returns to migration over time reflect changing oppor-
tunities in both Sweden and the United States, a dynamic that could be 
further unpacked. 

The third paper, ”So Long, Sweden: Occupational Attainment of Swedish 
Male and Female Migrants in the United States at the Turn of the Twentieth 
Century”, shifts focus to the gendered dimensions of migration, examining 
the occupational outcomes of male and female migrants compared to those 
who remained in Sweden. Using full-count linked Swedish and US census 
data from 1900 and 1910, Castillo applies multinomial logistic regression to 
explore how gender, social class, and geographic origin shaped occupation-
al trajectories. Castillo finds clear gender differences in the occupational 
outcomes of migrants. Men predominantly occupied blue-collar jobs in the 
United States, with urban migrants driving this trend. Women, by contrast, 
were largely engaged in domestic service in both countries, though with 
notable differences. Female migrants in the United States tended to work 
in urban areas, where domestic service offered better wages and conditions 
compared to the rural domestic service prevalent among stayers in Sweden. 
The paper argues that women likely experienced higher returns to migra-
tion than men, both in monetary terms and in improved living conditions, 
despite being employed in similar occupations as their counterparts who 
stayed behind. 

One of the most compelling findings is Castillo’s analysis of the role of 
migration in contributing to Sweden’s ”servant crisis,” whereby the emigra-
tion of women reduced the supply of domestic labour. This observation links 
individual migration decisions to broader structural changes in Swedish so-
ciety, highlighting how gendered migration patterns had significant ripple 
effects on labour markets and societal structures in the sending country. 
Thus, Castillo’s findings challenge the notion that women’s migration ex-
periences were secondary or peripheral, showing instead that they were 
integral to understanding the broader dynamics of Swedish emigration. 
However, some areas could benefit from further exploration. For instance, 
Castillo notes that women in domestic service in the United States enjoyed 
better conditions than their counterparts in Sweden but does not discuss 
what these improvements entailed. Did these include higher wages, more 
autonomy, or greater opportunities for upward mobility? Similarly, the claim 
that female migrants experienced higher returns than men, while plausible, 
would be strengthened by additional evidence or case studies illustrating 
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these returns in practice. Another point that could be elaborated is the com-
parison between Sweden and the United States regarding gender norms and 
opportunities. Finally, the discussion of rural-urban differences in migration 
outcomes is intriguing but somewhat underdeveloped.

The final paper, ”The Role of Migrant Networks on Economic Out-
comes During the Age of Mass Migration: Swedish Immigrants in the U.S., 
1900–1920”, explores the complex relationship between migrant networks 
and occupational earnings among Swedish immigrants. Using full-count 
US census data from 1900, 1910, and 1920, Castillo examines the influence 
of network size and composition at both county and neighbourhood lev-
els. This chapter provides am analysis of how the geographic proximity and 
makeup of migrant networks affected economic outcomes, contributing to 
broader debates about assimilation and the role of ethnic enclaves. He finds 
a dual dynamic in the effects of migrant networks. At the county level, living 
in areas with a high share of Swedes or Scandinavians was associated with 
lower occupational earnings. This suggests that large ethnic enclaves may 
have constrained broader economic opportunities, potentially due to labour 
market saturation or a reliance on low-wage, ethnic-specific occupations. 
In contrast, at the neighbourhood level, proximity to fellow Swedes within 
a few houses was linked to higher earnings, particularly in urban settings. 
This finding underscores the importance of small, tightly-knit networks in 
fostering economic success, as these connections likely provided access to 
job opportunities, information, and support. Indeed, one of the key contri-
butions of this paper is its differentiation between the effects of large-scale 
ethnic enclaves and localised neighbourhood networks. Castillo’s analysis 
demonstrates that while broader ethnic concentrations may hinder econom-
ic mobility, smaller, close-knit networks can have the opposite effect, foster-
ing upward mobility and better labour market outcomes. Nevertheless, the 
paper’s conclusions invite further questions and areas for exploration. The 
findings regarding the negative impact of large ethnic enclaves could benefit 
from more detailed analysis of the mechanisms at play. Was the observed 
effect driven primarily by labour market competition, discrimination, or 
other structural factors? Similarly, while the benefits of local networks are 
convincingly demonstrated, the specific ways in which these networks oper-
ated remain somewhat implicit. Did they provide financial support, access 
to jobs, or social capital in other forms? Concrete examples would enhance 
the discussion. Finally, another area that could be expanded is the long-term 
sustainability of these network effects. While the paper focuses on first-
generation migrants, it raises questions about whether the advantages pro-
vided by neighbourhood networks persisted into the second generation or 
diminished over time as migrants assimilated.
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As a whole, ”Roots Across the Atlantic” makes an important and origi-
nal contribution to the fields of migration studies and economic history. By 
leveraging newly digitised microdata and employing rigorous quantitative 
methods, Marcos Castillo sheds light on the social networks that under-
pinned Swedish migration to the United States during the Age of Mass Mi-
gration. The dissertation is ambitious in its scope and innovative in its ap-
proach, offering nuanced insights into the interplay between kinship, class, 
gender, and economic outcomes. Its strength lies not only in its methodo-
logical sophistication but also in its capacity to bridge individual migration 
experiences with broader societal and historical processes. While certain 
areas, such as the mechanisms of kinship networks and the generalisability 
of findings to other migrant groups, might benefit from further explora-
tion, Castillo’s work is a vital reference for scholars and a valuable founda-
tion for future research. The themes of family, community, and opportunity 
resonate beyond the Swedish-American context, highlighting the enduring 
relevance of migration history to contemporary debates.


