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1. Introduction 

This contribution analyses the demographic dimension of population renewal in the 

Metropolitan Area of Barcelona (MAB), on an infra-municipal scale. With reference to 

the year 2018 we analyse the period corresponding to the previous 5 years. 

Since the beginning of the millennium, the notable lengthening of life expectancy, very 

low fertility and two particularly intense migratory booms (Domingo et al. 2021) have 

produced abrupt changes in the Barcelona metropolitan population structure. The analysis 

of the result of these demographic dynamics is of great importance since the composition 

of the sociodemographic urban fabric of the metropolitan districts and cities is undergoing 

major transformations in a short period of time.  

In order to study this phenomenon in greater depth, we have recovered the perspective of 

demographic metabolism, understood as a driving force in the composition of the 

population. As defined by Ryder (1965) and subsequently addressed by Lutz (2012), it is 

the massive process of population replacement of older cohorts by younger ones, hence 

allowing an analytical approach to social change through the analysis of the succession 

of generations. This succession is examined considering the impact of natural and 

migratory growth, both internal and international. Since the beginning of the 21st century, 

Barcelona and its metropolitan area have seen two waves of international migration that 

have played a central role in the reconfiguration of the socio-demographic composition 

of its neighbourhoods (from 2000 to 2007 and from 2014 to 2019) and which will be 
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overlayed on those that have already arrived during the last 20th century. Arrivals from 

abroad have fluctuated according to the economic cycle, with a decline coinciding with 

the great recession of 2008, but with a recovery since 2014.  As a result, in 2018, 21.8% 

of the metropolitan population was born abroad.  

2. Data and Methodology 

We work with a specific data demand of the Population Register of Catalonia, where in 

addition to the usual Padron Continuo variables (sex, age, place of residence, nationality 

and place of birth) we have added a new variable on the year of arrival in the 

neighbourhood of residence, which allows us to identify the renewal of the population in 

the territory. This approximation is carried out on an infra-municipal scale, subdividing 

the 36 municipalities of the MAB into 356 units, with approximately ten thousand 

residents each. In addition to the stock data, we have the annual migratory flows 

(immigrants and emigrants), both from outside the MAB (international and from the rest 

of Spain and Catalonia) and internally (from other municipalities in the MAB or within 

the same municipalities), in order to reconstruct internal mobility at this scale. It also 

includes the natural increase (births and deaths), at the same scale, which enables the 

complete reconstruction of the demographic dynamics.  

The reference year is 2018, and the population arriving in the neighbourhood of residence 

during the last five years is analysed.  In greater detail, attention is focused on 3 

generations: 1956-1960; 1976-1980 and 1986-1990. Depending on the generation 

observed, different degrees of suburbanisation, internal mobility and the weight of the 

international immigrant population can be observed. 

The 1956-1960 generation includes the last wave of Spanish internal migration, with a 

population from the rest of Spain, settled mainly on the outskirts of Barcelona. This same 

generation is also the protagonist of the beginning of the baby boom as well as a testimony 

to the first arrivals of international migrants. The 1976-1980 generation, also known as 

Generation X, is the first to show the consequences of the fertility decline, with decreasing 

population volumes. It played a leading role in the process of suburbanisation in the 

central years of the real estate boom. Also, a large number of international immigrants 

joined this generation at the beginning of the century. Finally, the 1986-1990 generation, 

also known as the Millennial Generation. This is a generation born in a period of very 

low fertility, and is therefore smaller in size than previous generations. The weight of 

immigrants is greater than in the rest of generations and the trend has continued to grow 

steadily since the 2008 crisis. 

3. First Results 

The first results show that more than a third of the metropolitan population has recently 

arrived in the neighbourhood where they live, with significant differences according to 

age. Between 100% of those under five years of age, to percentages approaching 70% 

among the younger age groups, percentages that can be only explained by the intense 

recent arrival of international migrants in relation to an empty young generation. On one 

hand, in the 25-29 age group, 61.3% of the population is foreign-born. On the other hand, 



the most stable ages are those after retirement, with a proportion of changes of residence 

of less than 10%. Furthermore, there are marked differences in the profiles and intensities 

according to place of origin (Figure 1.a). In the period studied, the percentage of arrivals 

in the neighbourhood of residence of the population born abroad is much higher than in 

the case of the population born in Spain, whether we consider arrivals from abroad or 

mobility within the metropolitan area. In fact, more than half of the foreign-born 

population under 70 years of age are residents who arrived in this short period of time.  

Along the same lines, foreigners are the main protagonists of residential mobility. In the 

younger age groups, the previously mentioned empty generations, those born abroad 

account for more than 70% of the total number of arrivals and 60% of the departures 

(Figure 1.b). The high mobility rates not only affect this young population but also all 

adults up to the age of 64, where more than 40% of the arrivals are made by foreign-born 

residents. And more than 30% in the case of emigration.  

From a territorial point of view, the suburban neighbourhoods would be the least changing 

(with a minimum of 15.7%), while the historical centre would have the highest level of 

renovation (reaching 69.7%). Nevertheless, the majority of territorial units start from a 

value of 25% of the population arrived in the last 5 years (figure 2.a). Migration would 

hence be the main actor in these changes, with an increasing diversification of the 

population by origin and between generations, within the same territory. 

Figure 1.a. Percentage of population arrived 

in the last five years in the MAB by age and 

origin, 2018. 

Figure 1.b. Percentage of foreign-born 

population over total arrivals and departures 

in the MAB by age, 2018. 

  
Source: Own elaboration, with data from the Population Register of Catalonia, 2018, Idescat. 

 

Regarding births, their weight over the total number of arrivals does not exceed 20% 

in any territorial unit, but there are clear imbalances in the metropolitan area (Figure 

2.b). Births are lowest in the city of Barcelona, especially in the most central areas, 

where migration has a much greater impact. Meanwhile, the more peripheral 

neighbourhoods and municipalities have a higher weight of births. 
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Figure 2.a. Percentage of the population that 

has arrived in the last five years in the MAB, 

2018. 

Figure 2.b. Weight of births on the recent 

population renewal, in the MAB, 2018. 

  

Source: Own elaboration, with data from the Population Register of Catalonia, 2018, 

Idescat. 
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