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I
n the context of today’s tight labor markets, as well as projections of

continued growth in demand for workers with high skills, various

states are considering how to retain and attract recent college gradu-

ates. Such efforts involve identifying an area’s relative strengths and

weaknesses and taking actions as needed, either to capitalize on the

strengths or mitigate the weaknesses. Perhaps surprisingly, however, little

systematic evidence exists on the factors influencing location decisions of

recent graduates, since previous studies of migration have focused on the

population in general. This study is a first step in providing such evi-

dence, making use of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth from

1979 to 1996 to examine cross-state migration in the five-year period after

completion of schooling.

The study first presents information on geographic mobility of young

adults by educational attainment and region of the country. These data

indicate that the college-educated are more likely to migrate than those

without a college education. Also, southern and western sections of the

country gained migrants in the 1980s and 1990s at the expense of northern

and eastern sections. Next, the study briefly outlines previous explana-

tions for migration in the general population and investigates their appli-

cability both to young college graduates and—for comparison—to other

young adults without four years of college. In terms of the likelihood that

a given person will move away from the state in which he or she grew up

or received an education, the study shows that the person’s past history of 
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migration is very important. In addition, the majority

of moves were to states with stronger economies or

more attractive characteristics (as measured by factors

such as higher employment growth, lower unemploy-

ment, higher pay, lower housing costs, or better ameni-

ties). The study concludes with some explanations for

the observed movement of recent college graduates

into and out of certain regions of the country.  

I. Patterns of Migration for Young Adults

To track migration patterns, this study uses the

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY), a proj-

ect of the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. The NLSY is

based on a nationally representative sample of about

6,000 persons who were 14 to 22 years old in 1979.1

These youths and young adults were reinterviewed

once a year until 1994 and once every other year there-

after. The final year of data available for this study is

1996, when the interviewees were 31 to 39 years old.

Given that the NLSY is a general-purpose survey

intended to be representative of an entire cohort, the

experiences of sample members varied widely. For

example, some members of the sample did not com-

plete even high school, while others completed not

only high school, but various levels of higher educa-

tion. Some individuals in the NLSY remained in the

same state throughout their lives, while others showed

considerable geographic mobility. 

The NLSY pertains to fewer individuals than

some other data sets containing migration informa-

tion, so the data from the sample may reflect actual

national figures with a greater margin of error.

However, in contrast to other surveys, the NLSY has

the advantage of tracking residential location over a

long time interval.2 The NLSY indicates the state in

which respondents were residing at birth, at age 14,

and in each year of the survey. A previous study by the

author determined the state of residence at the time of

high school and college graduation (if applicable) for

most members of the sample (Kodrzycki 2000).

Therefore, it is possible to analyze moves subsequent

to when young adults first tended to enter the labor 

Data on moves are of interest to 
public policymakers concerned with

retaining recent graduates in the
local area or attracting out-of-state

graduates into the area. 

market. These transition periods are of interest to pub-

lic policymakers concerned with retaining recent grad-

uates in the local area or attracting out-of-state gradu-

ates into the area. 

Many of those surveyed in the NLSY made long-

distance moves at some point in their lives. Table 1

indicates the fractions who were in a different location

at the end of the sample time frame (1996) as com-

pared with various reference points. According to the

top panel, for example, 38.9 percent of all sample

members were in a different state in 1996 than at birth,

and 25.5 percent were in a different state than when

they were first observed in 1979. The middle panel

indicates migration to a noncontiguous state, and the

bottom panel indicates migration to another Census

division.3 Depending on the specific time period,

about two-thirds to three-quarters of interstate moves

were to a noncontiguous state or to a different Census

division.

High school dropouts and high school graduates

were about equally likely to move across state lines.

1 The full NLSY includes two additional samples focusing on
minorities and the economically disadvantaged and military per-
sonnel. These subsamples were not used in the current study.

2 Annual supplements to the Current Population Survey (CPS)
provide information on moves since the previous year for a total of
about 50,000 to 60,000 households. Because of the methods used to
rotate households in and out of the survey, migration patterns for
many of these households can actually be observed over a two-year
time frame. Even so, the information tends to be less useful for col-
lege students and recent college graduates than for most other
adults. This is because the CPS refers to permanent residence, which
may differ from residence while attending school or while in a tem-
porary job. The decennial Censuses indicate change in location for
the entire population; public use files provide randomly drawn sam-
ples from the full data set. The latest available data come from the
1990 Census, referring to moves between 1985 and 1990. In addition
to the NLSY, another data set that may be useful for analyzing geo-
graphic mobility over long periods of time is the Panel Study of
Income Dynamics (PSID). The PSID has tracked a sample of families
and their descendants annually from 1968 through 1997 and bienni-
ally thereafter. The original sample consisted of 4,800 families (of
which about 3,000 were nationally representative and the remainder
representative of the low-income population). 

3 Census divisions are defined as follows. New England: CT,
ME, MA, NH, RI, VT. Middle Atlantic: NJ, NY, PA. East North
Central: IL, IN, MI, OH, WI. West North Central: IA, KS, MN, MO,
NE, ND, SD. South Atlantic: DE, DC, FL, GA, MD, NC, SC, VA, WV.
East South Central: AL, KY, MS, TN. West South Central: AR, LA,
OK, TX. Mountain: AZ, CO, ID, MT, NV, NM, UT, WY. Pacific: AK,
CA, HI, OR, WA. 
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However, education beyond high school was asso-

ciated with substantially greater mobility. For ex-

ample, the percentage changing their state of 

residence between 1979 and 1996 was 19.2 percent 

for those completing only high school, but 36.6 

percent for those completing four years of college 

and 45.0 percent for those with even higher levels 

of education.4

Some of the moves for college graduates were the

result of attending college out of state, but they con-

tinued to be quite mobile after graduation. Just over

one-quarter of the college graduates in the sample

(26.8 percent) graduated from an institution that 

was outside the state where they attended high school.

By 1996, even greater numbers were located outside

their home state: 35.1 percent for those who com-

pleted four years of college and 43.7 percent for those

who had more than four years of college. 

Table 1

Migration Rates between Various Dates and 1996, by Educational Attainment, NLSY Sample
Percent in a different location in 1996

High School
High School Graduate Some College More than Full

Dropout Only College Graduate Only College Sample

Between States

Birth 34.8 34.1 38.5 45.8 55.5 38.9
Age 14 23.2 23.4 26.8 36.7 46.2 28.3
1979a 19.2 19.2 24.9 36.6 45.0 25.5
High School Graduation n.a. 18.8 24.1 35.1 43.7 25.5
College Graduation n.a. n.a. n.a. 29.6 40.0 34.0
Memo: Between High School 
and College n.a. n.a. n.a. 24.1 31.6 26.8

Between Noncontiguous States

Birth 26.3 24.5 29.3 33.0 43.0 28.8
Age 14 17.1 16.1 20.6 27.1 34.6 20.6
1979a 12.9 12.8 19.0 25.5 33.4 18.0
High School Graduation n.a. 12.2 18.3 23.4 31.9 17.7
College Graduation n.a. n.a. n.a. 20.5 30.6 24.7
Memo: Between High School 
and College n.a. n.a. n.a. 15.6 21.5 18.2

Between Census Divisions

Birth 25.7 25.2 30.1 33.8 44.7 29.5
Age 14 16.8 16.6 20.4 26.2 36.2 20.8
1979a 11.8 13.5 18.5 25.3 35.5 18.3
High School Graduation n.a. 13.2 18.0 23.6 34.3 18.4
College Graduation n.a. n.a. n.a. 20.5 32.3 25.4
Memo: Between High School 
and College n.a. n.a. n.a. 16.6 23.9 19.8

Number of observationsb 594 2354 1224 769 551 5492

n.a. = not applicable.
a Sample members were between the ages of 14 and 24 in 1979.
b Including persons for whom migration rates could not be calculated because information on location was missing.

Source: Author’s calculations using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.

4 In a similar analysis, Bound and Holzer (1995) examined a
sample of 23- to 33-year-olds in the National Longitudinal Study of
Youth to calculate migration rates over a nine-year period. They
found that 48 percent of white male college graduates were located
outside their original metropolitan area, compared to only 30 per-
cent for those with some college, 20 percent for those with a high
school diploma, and 13 percent for high school dropouts. Among
white women, migration rates were about twice as large for college
graduates as for all other categories. Among blacks, migration rates
also were highest among college graduates. However, Bound and
Holzer found that within a given educational attainment category,
blacks were less likely to move than whites. Also using NLSY data,
Borjas, Bronars, and Trejo (1992) indicate that people who moved
across states between the year they were age 14 and 1986 were more
highly educated on average than people who did not move. 
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The greater mobility of the college-educated, as

compared with high school graduates, can also be

expressed in terms of the frequency of movement.

Table 2 shows the average percentage of the NLSY

sample who moved across states or Census divisions

each year between 1979 and 1996. For high school

graduates, on average 5.3 percent moved to a different

state in any given year; for those completing four years 

of college, the rate was 8.7 percent, and for those with

more than four years of college, the rate was 10.2 per-

cent. The average frequency of moves for those com-

pleting less than four years of college was more similar

to that of high school graduates than to that of those

completing four years of college. 

For college graduates, most shifts in location took

place fairly shortly after graduation (Figure 1). One year

after college graduation, just over 30 percent of gradu-

ates were living in a state other than where they attend-

ed high school. This proportion rose to about 40 percent

by year six, but then stayed roughly unchanged

through year 10. One year after college graduation, only

about 15 percent of college graduates were living in a

different state from where they attended college. This

share rose to about 30 percent by year five and to about

39 percent by year nine before tapering off.5 For non-col-

lege graduates, only 15 percent changed states within

five years of high school graduation. This proportion

remained less than 20 percent in year 10.

The remainder of the study focuses on long-dis-

tance moves within five years of graduation from col-

lege or high school. As indicated, much of the post-

graduation migration occurred within five years.

Furthermore, as a practical matter, restricting the

analysis to only five years allows more graduating

classes to be tracked. The remaining analysis also col-

lapses educational attainment into two categories.

“College graduates” encompass those who completed

four or more years of college. The terms “non-college

graduates” and “high school graduates” are used syn-

onymously to refer to sample members who complet-

Table 2

Frequency of Moves between 1979 and 1996, by Educational Attainment, NLSY Sample
Percent Moving per Perioda

High School
High School Graduate Some College More than

Dropout Only College Graduate Only College

Between States 5.3 5.3 6.4 8.7 10.2
Between Noncontiguous 

States 3.6 4.0 4.7 6.0 7.6
Between Census Divisions 3.5 4.1 4.7 6.3 7.8
a Equal to the number of changes in location between consecutive time periods divided by the total number of time periods. The sixteen time peri-
ods are as follows: annually between 1979-80 and 1993-94, and 1994 to 1996. Missing location entries were assigned the last known location.
Source: Author’s calculations using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.

5 These findings are in accord with Eberts (1992), who noted
that the propensity to migrate in the general population is about
twice as large between ages 22 and 24 as it is at age 30.
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ed high school but not four years of college. High

school dropouts are omitted from further analysis.

Table 3 shows regional migration patterns for the

college graduating classes of 1979 to 1991, with about

1,000 persons in the sample. The top panel refers to

migration relative to the location of high school atten-

dance; the bottom panel is relative to the location of

college attendance.6 The first three columns show sep-

arate estimates of in-migration, out-migration, and the

difference between them—net migration.

Within five years of graduation, 23.5 percent of the

sample were living in a different Census division from

the one where they completed high school and 19.8 per-

cent were living in a different Census division from

where they completed college. Because the data refer

only to domestic migration, there is no difference be-

tween the aggregate numbers migrating in and migrat-

ing out: domestic net migration is zero for the nation.

Differences in net migration rates do exist for indi-

vidual regions. Consider first migration relative to the

state of high school graduation. Migration of recent

college graduates into the South Atlantic, Mountain,

and Pacific divisions was far higher than the national

average. These areas gained 33 percent, 69 percent,

Table 3

Five-Year Migration Rates across Census Divisions for College Graduates, 1979 to 1991,
NLSY Sample

Out-Migration Including

Between States Between States
Domestic Domestic Domestic within and Memo:

Census Division In-Migration Out-Migration Net Migration Census Division International Sample Size

A. By High School Location

New England 19.5 29.9 –10.4 41.6 44.2 77
Middle Atlantic 19.3 20.5 –1.2 31.6 31.6 171
East North Central 9.8 25.6 –15.9 35.8 35.8 246
West North Central 13.2 27.4 –14.2 44.3 45.3 106
South Atlantic 32.9 19.2 13.8 33.5 35.3 167
East South Central 23.5 35.3 –11.8 41.2 41.2 51
West South Central 23.6 19.4 4.2 22.2 22.2 72
Mountain 69.4 36.1 33.3 36.1 41.7 36
Pacific 52.6 10.5 42.1 17.1 17.1 76
United States 23.5 23.5 .0 33.9 34.7 1002

B. By College Location

New England 16.4 20.5 –4.1 27.4 31.5 73
Middle Atlantic 15.6 13.8 1.8 26.9 27.5 167
East North Central 17.3 23.2 –5.9 31.8 31.8 220
West North Central 14.7 25.5 –10.8 35.3 36.3 102
South Atlantic 27.5 15.0 12.6 24.6 25.1 167
East South Central 21.3 25.5 –4.3 29.8 29.8 47
West South Central 10.9 28.3 –17.4 30.4 30.4 92
Mountain 42.5 25.0 17.5 27.5 30.0 40
Pacific 26.3 11.6 14.7 16.8 17.9 95
United States 19.8 19.8 .0 28.0 28.8 1003

Note: The entries referring to the Census division of high school use the number of persons who graduated from high school in the Census division
indicated for the denominator of the migration rates. The numerator for each entry in the “in-migration” column refers to the number of persons who
graduated from high school in another Census division and were living in the indicated location five years after college graduation. The numerator
for each entry in the “out-migration” column refers to the number of persons who graduated from high school in the location indicated but were no
longer in that Census division five years after college graduation. The entries referring to the Census division of college use the number of persons
who graduated from college in the Census division indicated for the denominator of the migration rates. The numerator for each entry in the 
“in-migration” column refers to the number of persons who graduated from college in another Census division and were living in the indicated loca-
tion five years later. The numerator for each entry in the “out-migration” column refers to the number of persons who graduated from college in the
location indicated but were no longer in the same Census division five years later.
Source: Author’s calculations using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.

6 The sample size differs between the top and bottom panels
because one person graduated from college in the United States but
graduated from high school outside the country. To be comparable
with later calculations, the table omits people who were not in the
labor force five years after college graduation.
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and 53 percent more college graduates through in-

migration, respectively, relative to the numbers of col-

lege graduates who had finished high school there. In

addition, the South Atlantic and Pacific—along with

the Middle Atlantic and West South Central—saw

below-average proportions of college graduates

migrating out to other parts of the country. The out-

migration rate for the Mountain states was above the

nationwide average but far short of these states’ rate of

in-migration. As a result, net in-migration rates were

highest for the South Atlantic, Mountain, and Pacific

divisions (between 14 and 42 percent). Judging by the

NLSY, New England, the East and West North Central,

and East South Central areas lost the highest shares of

college graduates through domestic migration during

this period (10 to 16 percent).7

The bottom part of the table shows similar migra-

tion concepts, but relative to the college state. For the

most part, the broad conclusions about regional flows

of recent college graduates remain unchanged: the

South Atlantic, Mountain, and Pacific divisions were

the big net gainers. However, some areas look relative-

ly weaker or stronger by this new measure. For exam-

ple, New England continues to show net domestic out-

migration but at a more modest rate. The implication 

is that New England was better at retaining students

who went to college in the region than in retaining

New England high school students who went to col-

lege elsewhere.

Table 4 shows migration rates in the five years fol-

lowing high school graduation for those who did not

complete college, a total of about 2,200 persons in the

sample. The respective rates of inflows and outflows

for all areas are substantially lower than in the case of

college graduates. This confirms that people without a

college degree are less likely to move long distances

than people with a college degree—even examining

individual regions. Two other differences with respect

to regional patterns are especially striking. First, an

above-average percentage of high school graduates

from the Middle Atlantic left the region, while relative-

ly few migrated in from other regions. Thus, the

Middle Atlantic shows a large net exodus—about as

large as those for the East North Central and East

South Central. Second, the highest net gain was for the

West South Central, which experienced an especially

Table 4

Five-Year Migration Rates across Census Divisions for High-School Graduates, 1975 to 1991,
Not Completing Four Years of College, NLSY Sample
By High School Location

Out-Migration
Including

Between
States Between
within States

Domestic Domestic Domestic Census and Memo: Sample
Census Division In-Migration Out-Migration Net Migration Division International Size

New England 4.6 4.6 .0 9.2 9.2 87
Middle Atlantic 2.6 11.6 –9.1 14.5 14.5 352
East North Central 1.8 10.0 –8.2 11.4 11.4 552
West North Central 8.1 8.7 –.6 14.5 15.6 173
South Atlantic 12.6 3.6 8.9 8.7 8.9 414
East South Central 5.3 14.3 –9.0 15.0 15.8 133
West South Central 21.2 1.2 20.0 1.8 2.9 170
Mountain 18.6 17.8 .8 22.0 22.9 118
Pacific 14.0 6.6 7.4 8.3 8.3 242
United States 8.4 8.4 .0 11.2 11.6 2241

Note: The number of persons who graduated from high school in the Census division indicated is used for the denominator of the migration rates.
The numerator for each entry in the “in-migration” column refers to the number of persons who graduated from high school in another Census 
division and were living in the indicated location five years later. The numerator for each entry in the “out-migration” column refers to the number of
persons who graduated from high school in the location indicated but were no longer in that Census division five years later.
Source: Author’s calculations using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth.

7 The negative findings are not necessarily indicative of a
“brain drain” for these areas, since they omit migration from foreign
countries. The figures also omit other potential domestic sources of
college graduates, such as increases in the fraction of high school
students from the region who obtain a college degree and inflows
after the five-year period shown.
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high rate of in-migration (comparable to that of the

Mountain region). 

The fourth and fifth columns of Tables 3 and 4

show out-migration rates including additional cate-

gories of moves—beyond those across Census divi-

sions. The numbers in column 4 include moves to

other states within the same Census division. Column

5 also encompasses moves outside the United States.

The analysis in the remainder of the study includes

this most comprehensive definition of migration.

Although the rates of migration are higher than when

just inter-division moves are considered, the rankings

by Census division remain fairly similar. 

II. Previous Explanations for Migration

A wide-ranging literature has attempted to

explain migration patterns. Some studies have used

observations on individuals or households to examine

the likelihood of out-migration. Other studies using

aggregated data have examined place-to-place migra-

tion (moves from a given location to another given

location and vice versa) or net migration (difference

between the number of moves to a given location and

the number of moves away from a given location).

Studies of migration differ also with respect to geo-

graphic unit and time period. Nevertheless, the litera-

ture has achieved some degree of consensus regarding

relevant individual characteristics, labor market con-

ditions, and non-labor-market influences.8

In accord with the above findings using the NLSY,

studies using other data sets also have noted that

migration is highest among the young and the college-

educated. Following their large migration out of the

South during the 1940s and 1950s, blacks have been

less likely to move than whites. But considerable het-

erogeneity also exists within age, education, and race 

categories. In particular, studies indicate that people

who have moved in the past are more likely to move in

the future.

For the working-age population, migration has

been found to respond to relative labor market oppor-

tunities in different areas, such as earnings or unem-

ployment differentials. Ongoing topics of inquiry

include whether migrants are influenced more by

negative conditions in their initial location (“push”)

or the prospect of improvement upon moving

(“pull”). Studies generally reach similar conclusions

whether or not they adjust measured pay differen-

tials for overall living costs. However, at least one

study finds that high housing costs discourage in-

migration.9 No clear evidence exists on whether these

economic variables have different impacts for people

of different ages or different levels of educational

attainment.10

Noneconomic factors also play a role in determin-

ing where people move. Research has found that

amenities associated with climate and the like have

had an impact on the direction of moves, although

most studies find that these are a less important influ-

ence than labor market conditions. The distance

between two locations serves as a deterrent to migra-

tion between them. To some extent, this may be

because of the financial costs of moving. However, the

research tends to put more emphasis on the psychic

costs of being away from family and long-time friends,

as well as the barriers to obtaining accurate informa-

tion about faraway locations.

III. Regression Analysis for Recent Graduates

The NLSY data are used first to investigate which

factors help to explain out-migration by recent gradu-

ates. Specifically, the regressions examine whether or

not individuals had moved out of state by the fifth

year following graduation from college or high school.

The potential explanatory variables included personal

characteristics as well as economic and quality-of-life

characteristics of the origin state. (Means and standard

deviations of the variables are shown in Appendix

Table 1, and the rankings of the states according to var-

ious characteristics are shown in Appendix Table 2.) In

Table 5, the dependent variable is equal to one if five

years after college graduation the person was living in

a state other than the one in which he or she graduated

from high school. In Table 6, migration is defined rela-

tive to the state of college graduation. The regressions

shown in these tables refer to sample members with at

8 Studies of individual migration use a dichotomous depend-
ent variable (migrated or did not migrate). Examples of this
approach are DaVanzo (1978) and Borjas, Bronars, and Trejo (1992).
Studies of aggregate place-to-place migration include Gabriel,
Shack-Marquez, and Wascher (1993). Studies of aggregate net
migration include Greenwood and Hunt (1989), Pissarides and
McMaster (1990), and Treyz, Rickman, Hunt, and Greenwood
(1993).

09 See Gabriel, Shack-Marquez, and Wascher (1993).
10 However, DaVanzo (1978) finds that the unemployed are

more sensitive to economic differences across regions than are the
employed. Borjas, Bronars, and Trejo (1992) find that people with
different levels of education tend to have different preferences of
location, depending on their likely earnings relative to others.
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least four years of college. Table 7 pertains to migra-

tion in the five years after high school graduation for

non-college graduates, relative to the state of high

school completion. Table 8 considers alternative meas-

ures of interstate moves, discussed below.

The estimates were derived from a probit model.

The reported significance levels are based on robust

standard errors assuming independence of distur-

bances only across (not within) states. Individuals who

were not in the civilian labor force five years after

graduation (because they were students, in the mili-

tary, or for other reasons) were excluded from the

regressions.11

The first column of Table 5 shows the results

when including individual characteristics but no area

11 In practice, this restriction has little effect on the results,
except for having the effect of diminishing differences in migration
propensities across men and women.

Table 5

Probit Regression Analysis of College Graduate Migration Relative to High School State
(Dependent variable =1 if college graduate was not in state of high school graduation five years after college graduation, 
0 otherwise)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Migrated between birth .458*** .481*** .510*** .478*** .496***
and high school (.087) (.095) (.096) (.089) (.097)

Migrated between high 1.47*** 1.50*** 1.51*** 1.50*** 1.50***
school and college (.121) (.134) (.127) (.129) (.130)

White .330** .286* .268* .305** .262*
(.140) (.157) (.141) (.144) (.150)

Female –.071 –.092 –.073 –.075 –.084
(.105) (.108) (.106) (.104) (.107)

Employment growth rate, –.081** –.066**
difference from national average (.034) (.032)

Unemployment rate, .028 .007
difference from national average (.028) (.034)

State population –.021*** –.017*
(.008) (.009)

Dummy for seacoast –.271** –.236*
(.122) (.140)

Average maximum wind .013** .011**
speed (.006) (.005)

Average number of clear –.003 –.002
days (.002) (.003)

Degree days –.000 –.000
(.000) (.000)

College graduate pay –.895*
relative to national average (.535)

State land area –.111 .435 .705 –.023 .943
(.814) (.697) (.783) (.824) (.853)

Year of college graduation dummies no yes yes yes yes

Constant –1.13*** –.988*** –1.34** –.294 –1.05
(.240) (.340) (.694) (.668) (.744)

Pseudo R2 .216 .234 .234 .229 .238

Number of observations 1002 1002 1002 1002 1002

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
***Significantly different from zero at 1 percent level.
**Significantly different from zero at 5 percent level.
*Significantly different from zero at 10 percent level.
Source: Author’s calculations. See text.



January/February 2001 New England Economic Review 21

economic variables. Recent college graduates were

more likely to move to a different state if they had

moved previously. Movement to another state to

attend college was an especially strong factor.

Someone who had gone to college out-of-state was 54

percent more likely to be out-of-state five years after

graduation than someone who went to college in-

state.12 Students were also influenced by their family’s

moving patterns. Someone who had moved across

state lines between birth and high school was 17 per-

cent more likely to change states again than someone

who was in the same state at birth and high school

graduation. Holding previous migration constant,

white college graduates were more likely to migrate

than nonwhites, but the difference between males and

females was statistically insignificant. These individ-

ual characteristics explain over 20 percent of the varia-

tion in individual migration patterns.13 As it turns out,

their impacts remain very similar when additional

explanatory variables are added.

The regression in column 1 also includes a control

for the land area of the high school state. The larger the

state, the farther one could move without crossing a

state boundary; therefore, interstate migration is

expected to be negatively related to state size.

However, this variable is insignificant.

The specifications summarized in columns 2 to 5

add various economic and amenity variables pertain-

ing to the individual’s home state (that is, the location

of high school graduation). They also control for the

timing of college attendance, measured by dummy

variables referring to year of graduation. These dum-

mies generally indicate a stronger propensity for cross-

state moves among graduating classes prior to 1988

than later in the sample.14 Their inclusion does not

affect the conclusions regarding the roles played by

the other variables. 

Column 2 includes three indicators of employ-

ment opportunities in the high school state: employ-

ment growth compared to the national average (aver-

aged over five years, starting with the year of gradua-

tion), the unemployment rate in the year of graduation

compared to the national average, and state popula-

tion.15 As indicated in Appendix Table 2, six of the ten

states with the highest employment growth in the

sample period are in the South Atlantic and Pacific

regions (Florida, Georgia, Virginia, Washington,

Delaware, and North Carolina). These were the parts

of the country shown to have the lowest out-migration

rates among college graduates. However, three

Mountain states (Nevada, Arizona, and Utah) are

among the top five, but that region had a relatively

high rate of out-migration (albeit also a very high rate

of in-migration). States with chronically high unem-

ployment are more diverse, although all the states in

the East South Central region had very high unem-

ployment relative to the national average, and this 

Which college graduates migrate
is explained more by individual

characteristics than by the overall
employment opportunities offered in

the state where they graduated.

region had very high average out-migration for col-

lege graduates. In some cases, state rankings reflect

sharper cyclical swings than in the nation as a whole.

The East North Central states suffered extremely high

unemployment in the national recessions of the early

1980s. New England had unusually low unemploy-

ment in the recovery years that followed (which domi-

nate in this sample), but then was hit very hard in the

following national recession (1990--91). State popula-

tion is included as a reflection of the diversity of

opportunity that large states offer.12 This calculation involves converting the coefficients shown
in the table from their impacts on the probit index to their impacts
on the probability, evaluated at the means of the other variables.

13 The pseudo R 2 values shown in the table are based on com-
paring the value of the log likelihood function in each specification
against two hypothetical alternatives: including only the constant
term and achieving a perfect fit (log likelihood = 0). Therefore they
cannot be interpreted as percent of variance explained, as in a linear
regression. When the specification in column (1) is re-run using a
linear probability model, the R 2 is 0.28. 

14 Another version of the regressions used indicators of the
national economy instead of year dummies. There was some indica-
tion that migration increased during periods of high growth, but the
coefficient was never statistically significant.

15 Some additional employment-related measures were tested
but produced inferior results. These included the relative unemploy-
ment rate of college graduates, the proportion of jobs in profession-
al, technical, and managerial occupations, and the size of the college
graduating class relative to population (intended as a measure of the
competition for jobs). A higher proportion of jobs in professional,
technical, and managerial occupations was found to deter out-
migration, but this variable is highly correlated with other economic
variables and loses significance when entered simultaneously with
them. 
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The results in column 2 of Table 5 confirm that,

controlling for personal characteristics, recent college

graduates whose home states offer relatively high

employment growth are less likely to move to other

states. Also, students from states with large popula-

tions are less likely to leave. High unemployment in

the state at the time of college graduation had a posi-

tive but insignificant effect on migration. Although

two of these employment indicators are significant,

their inclusion increases the explanatory power of the

regression only slightly. In other words, which college 

Recent college graduates tended to
move away from states with poorer

job attributes while preferring 
to remain in coastal locations. 

graduates migrate is explained more by individual

characteristics than by the overall employment oppor-

tunities offered in the state where they graduated. 

One reason for the low added explanatory power

of the employment-related variables is that their corre-

lation with out-migration is weak for certain regions.

The confluence of high employment growth and high

out-migration in the Mountain states has been noted

already. In addition, the Middle Atlantic states experi-

enced low out-migration, even though their employ-

ment growth was quite low.

The next two columns of Table 5 include alterna-

tive variables that potentially can account for migra-

tion patterns. Instead of the employment variable, col-

umn 3 includes amenities associated with location and

weather.16 These amenities were used by Greenwood

and Hunt (1989); each has the correct sign and is statis-

tically significant when entered individually in a spec-

ification that includes personal characteristics.17 As

indicated, recent college graduates are less likely to

move away from their home state if it was on a sea-

coast or had low average wind speed. The average

number of clear days and the average number of heat-

ing plus cooling degree days had insignificant

impacts.

The specification in column 4 includes hourly pay

for college graduates in the home state relative to the

national average. This pay variable is averaged for the

year of graduation and four subsequent years and

refers to full-time, full-year workers.18 Rates of pay for

college graduates tend to be highest in heavily urban

states in the East and lowest in heavily rural states.

Eastern states in the top 10 for the sample period includ-

ed New Jersey, Maryland, Connecticut, the District of

Columbia, New York, Massachusetts, and Virginia; the

remaining top states were Alaska, California, and

Michigan. These state rankings were quite consistent

over time.19 The results shown in column 4 confirm the

hypothesis that recent college graduates are less likely

to move away from their home state if it offers high

average pay for college graduates.20

It could be argued that pay should be adjusted

for regional differences in cost of living. One element

of these differences is energy use. At least in this set of

regressions (measuring the tendency of college gradu-

ates to move from their home state), average heating

plus cooling degree days had no significant effect on

migration. The other major element of cost-of-living

differences is housing expenses. This hypothesis was

tested using estimates of median house prices in the

state relative to the national median, averaged over

five years starting with the year of graduation.21 The

hypothesis is that recent college graduates are more

likely to move away from areas where house prices

are high.

Throughout the sample, the lowest house prices

were generally in the central portions of the country.

But the location of the highest house prices changed.

16 The weather information was based on information from the
National Climatic Data Center (http://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/ol/
documentlibrary/hcs/hcs.html#overview5-1 and http://ftp.ncdc.
noaa.gov/pub.data/ccd-data). Degree days, representing devia-
tions in temperature from 65 degrees Fahrenheit, are taken from a
representative period. Heating degree days by state refer to July
1994 to June 1995 and cooling degree days refer to calendar year
1994. Data on the number of clear days and maximum wind speed
were averaged over the available locations in each state for as many
years as were available. Wind readings from Mount Washington
were excluded from the New Hampshire data.

17 Omitted from the regression are the additional Greenwood-
Hunt amenity variables that were never significant. 

18 The variable was constructed using March Current Popula-
tion Survey estimates for earnings for full-time, full-year workers
divided by the number of hours worked. The use of the five-year
average in part is to avoid year-to-year variability owing to the small
state samples in the CPS. 

19 The correlation coefficient between average pay for college
graduates in 1980-84 and in 1985-89 is 0.83; the correlation between
1980-84 and 1990-94 is 0.77.

20 To test the findings in Borjas, Bronars, and Trejo (1992),
another version of this regression substituted the hourly pay premi-
um for college graduates. This variable equals the hourly rate of pay
for college graduates as a multiple of the hourly rate of pay for non-
graduates, relative to this same premium nationally. The pay premi-
um variable was insignificant.
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In 1980, seven of the top ten states were in the West:

Hawaii, California, Alaska, Nevada, Colorado,

Washington, and Wyoming. By 1990, although

Hawaii and California continued to rank one and two,

respectively, the remaining top ten jurisdictions were

all on the East Coast: Connecticut, Massachusetts,

New Jersey, Rhode Island, New York, New Hampshire,

States with high house prices also
tend to have other characteristics

that draw recent college graduates. 

the District of Columbia, and Maryland. The early

1990s saw relatively low housing inflation—or even

deflation—in states that had had the most rapid

increases in the 1980s.22 Three New England states—

Connecticut, Maine, and Massachusetts—went from

being in the top ten in relative increase between 1985

to 1989 to the bottom ten in the 1990--94 period.

Nevertheless, despite these reversals, home prices in

the Northeast (as well as in Hawaii and California)

remained far above the national average through the

end of the surveys. 

In contrast to the hypothesis, regression analysis

with this sample fails to find that high house prices 

lead to out-migration (not shown in the tables).

Entered without other economic variables, house

prices enter negatively, reflecting the fact that states

with high house prices also tend to have other charac-

teristics that draw recent college graduates. Entered

with these other variables, house prices inevitably

have an insignificant effect.23

The results in columns 2, 3, and 4 suggest that

employment opportunities, amenities, and average

pay each influence interstate migration to some

extent. Because of correlations among some of these

variables, a regression that includes all of these vari-

ables results in fewer of them showing up as signifi-

cant. For example, average pay for college graduates

tends to be higher in more populous states and in

states that have a seacoast. The last column gives a

flavor of the conclusions that may be drawn when

some of the variables are combined: employment

growth and state population remain significant

determinants of migration. Of the amenity variables,

the existence of a seacoast and wind speed also are

significant. 

Another way of looking at out-migration is with

respect to the state where the individual attended col-

lege (Table 6). The dependent variable is the same as

the one in Table 5 for the approximately 73 percent of

the sample who went to college in-state, but differs for

the remaining 27 percent who went out-of-state.

The findings in Table 6 are generally similar to

those in the previous table. However, some interesting

differences appear. Past migration measures remain

strongly significant, but their quantitative impact is

lower. Someone who migrated between birth and high

school is 8 percent more likely to move away from his

or her college state than someone who had not, and

someone who migrated between high school and col-

lege is 31 percent more likely to move post-college

than someone who had not. These effects are roughly

half those shown in Table 5.

By contrast, the contributions of state characteris-

tics are somewhat greater. The unemployment rate in

the college state at the time of graduation and an

absence of clear weather become significant predictors

of out-migration, in contrast to the findings relative to

the home state. The significance of a coastal location

becomes greater. Students who attend college in a state

with a seacoast are 12 percent less likely to leave than

students who attend college in an interior state.

For comparison with the college graduate results,

Table 7 shows migration regressions for non-college

graduates within five years of high school graduation,

using the high school state as the reference location.

Prior migration has an even stronger effect than in the

case of college students. Some other interesting differ-

ences are found with respect to the economic vari-

ables. High unemployment is found to be a significant

contributor to out-migration. Among the dummy vari-

ables, degree days matters, suggesting that higher util-

ity costs cause recent high school graduates to flee the

21 Housing prices were constructed using a two-step procedure
that made use of annual data on home price inflation and two years
of data on home values. First, a tentative house price series was con-
structed by starting with the median housing values reported in the
1980 Census of Housing and applying annual inflation rates calcu-
lated from the repeat-sales home price index issued by Fannie Mae
and Freddie Mac. Next, the inflation rates were adjusted additively
by equal amounts each year so as to produce a 1990 house value that
corresponded to that reported in the 1990 Census. Prices before 1980
and after 1990 were based on applying inflation rates from the
repeat-sales home price index adjusted by the same constant. The
largest upward adjustment was 0.9 percent for Oklahoma. The
largest downward adjustment was 1.5 percent for Wyoming. 

22 The correlation coefficient between state housing price
increases in 1990-94 and 1980-84 is -0.29; between 1990-94 and 1985-
89 it is -0.89.

23 House prices are highly positively correlated with college
graduate pay and coastal location, and highly negatively correlated
with the unemployment rate.
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Frost Belt.24 Pay is insignificant and has an unexpected

sign: Young people without a college degree tend to

leave states where average earnings are high for this

educational attainment category.25

A potential problem with the preceding regres-

sions arises from the fact that moves of a similar dis-

tance are more likely to result in a crossing of state

boundaries in some parts of the country than in others.

The regressions attempted to correct for geographic

differences by including state land area as an inde-

pendent variable. A different approach, shown in

Table 6

Probit Regression Analysis of College Graduate Migration Relative to College State
(Dependent variable =1 if college graduate was not in state of college graduation five years after graduation, 0 otherwise)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Migrated between birth and .238** .288*** .299*** .265*** .303***
high school (.093) (.098) (.097) (.097) (.098)

Migrated between high school .857*** .942*** .946*** .914*** .954***
and college (.095) (.100) (.091) (.099) (.093)

White .477*** .430*** .418*** .450*** .411***
(.134) (.133) (.131) (.131) (.132)

Female –.138 –.157 –.132 –.141 –.144
(.093) (.097) (.096) (.095) (.097)

Employment growth rate, –.074** –.050
difference from national average (.030) (.031)

Unemployment rate, .048*** .016
difference from national average (.018) (.028)

State population –.024*** –.018**
(.007) (.007)

Dummy for seacoast –.382*** –.317**
(.119) (.134)

Average maximum wind .012** .010**
speed (.006) (.005)

Average number of clear –.004** –.003
days (.002) (.002)

Degree days –.000 –.000
(.000) (.000)

College graduate pay –1.05**
relative to national average (.508)

State land area –.323 .228 .727 –.230 .922
(.801) (.658) (.691) (.837) (.704)

Year of college graduation
dummies no yes yes yes yes

Constant –1.09*** –1.36*** –1.52*** –.529 –1.32**
(.197) (.316) (.563) (.661) (.600)

Pseudo R2 .089 .116 .118 .106 .122

Number of observations 1003 1003 1003 1003 1003

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
***Significantly different from zero at 1 percent level.
**Significantly different from zero at 5 percent level.
*Significantly different from zero at 10 percent level.
Source: Author’s calculations. See text.

24 Degree days equals cooling plus heating degree days, but
heating degree days dominate. The correlation between total degree
days and heating degree days is 0.96.

25 This may be because high pay for people without a four-year
college degree discourages employers from creating jobs for this
group. 
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Table 8, is to adjust the dependent variable so as to

exclude moves that arguably are minor. For example, a

recent graduate could find a job very close to where he

or she went to high school or college but choose to

commute from a more distant location. In the first

alternative definition of the dependent variable,

moves from a state smaller than 10,000 square miles to

a contiguous state are not counted (that is, the depend-

ent variable equals zero for moves from these states,

unless the move is to a noncontiguous state). This

change reduces the number of measured interstate

moves in the Northeast—especially for those originat-

ing in Connecticut, Massachusetts, New Jersey, and

Rhode Island.26 The second alternative specifically

addresses the existence of labor market areas that span

Table 7

Probit Regression Analysis of High School Graduate Migration Relative to High School State
(Dependent variable =1 if high school graduate was not in state of high school graduation five years later, 0 otherwise)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Migrated between birth and .572*** .589*** .592*** .580*** .598***
high school (.107) (.112) (.112) (.111) (.115)

White .142 .087 .019 .118 .014
(.100) (.106) (.103) (.102) (.108)

Female .033 .046 .059 .038 .072
(.080) (.081) (.077) (.079) (.078)

Employment growth rate, –.045 –.034
difference from national average (.034) (.033)

Unemployment rate, .058*** .084***
difference from national average (.021) (.020)

State population –.019 –.010
(.012) (.012)

Dummy for seacoast .052 .183
(.169) (.171)

Average maximum wind –.006 –.002
speed (.009) (.009)

Average number of clear –.0005 .004
days (.003) (.002)

Degree days .00014** .00019**
(.00006) (.00006)

High school graduate pay .600
relative to national average (.765)

State land area –1.50 –.274 –1.35 –1.60 –1.51
(1.07) (1.02) (.956) (1.04) (.972)

Year of high school 
graduation dummies no yes yes yes yes

Constant –1.43*** –1.42*** –1.92** –2.09*** –2.85***
(.141) (.163) (.817) (.740) (.715)

Pseudo R2 .039 .055 .057 .044 .066

Number of observations 2241 2232 2232 2232 2232

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
***Significantly different from zero at 1 percent level.
**Significantly different from zero at 5 percent level.
*Significantly different from zero at 10 percent level.
Source: Author’s calculations. See text.

26 Jurisdictions with a land area less than 10,000 square miles
are the following: Connecticut, Delaware, the District of Columbia,
Hawaii, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey,
Rhode Island, and Vermont. The next smallest state, West Virginia,
has an area of more than 24,000 square miles.
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state boundaries. For example, it is possible to remain

in the New York City area while moving among south-

ern New York, most of New Jersey, western

Connecticut, and eastern Pennsylvania. In this alterna-

tive, interstate moves are counted only if they exceed

125 miles (regardless of state size).27 This has the effect

of re-categorizing moves for a more diverse set of

states, including some relatively large states with a

concentration of students attending college close to a

state boundary. Table 8 shows the effects of these

changes for the college graduate regressions presented

in columns 2, 3, and 4 of Tables 5 and 6.

These two new specifications yield similar results.

They confirm that economic opportunities and ameni-

ties influence the location decisions of recent college

graduates, although there are some differences from

the previous results. Unemployment and (in most

cases) state population are found to be statistically sig-

nificant, but employment growth is not (columns 1, 4,

7, and 10). The alternative regressions continue to

show that college graduates prefer to remain in sea-

coast locations (columns 2, 5, 8, and 11) and in states

where pay for college graduates is high (columns 3, 6,

9, and 12). This latter finding is stronger than in the

original regressions. 

IV. Economic Opportunities: Push or Pull?

The regressions indicated that recent college grad-

uates tended to move away from states with poorer job 

attributes (measured in a variety of ways) while pre-

ferring to remain in coastal locations. For non-college

graduates, unemployment and high energy costs were

causes of migration, but there was no tendency to

leave states with low pay. However, the regressions

did not address the extent to which migration patterns 

were a reflection of economic opportunities and

amenities in the new location (“pull”), as opposed to a

lack of opportunity or amenities in the home or college

state (“push”). 

Ideally, the effects of “push” versus “pull” can be

studied by measuring the total gross or net flows of

people between specific areas and relating this to con-

ditions in the two areas. For example, if one can meas-

ure the number of people moving from Massachusetts

to California in a given time period, it is possible to

regress this and other interstate flows on the economic

characteristics of each state at the relevant time. The

NLSY does indicate the location of each person in each

year, but the total sample size is far too small to com-

pute meaningful migration rates between specific

states or even regions in any given year.28

Alternatively, Table 9 indicates the proportion of

moves by recent college graduates and high school

graduates to states with more favorable conditions

than their state of origin. (In essence, by differencing

the variables, Table 9 examines “net pull.”) By these

measures, employment opportunities and amenities

appear to have been about equally important in

determining the direction of college graduate migra-

tion decisions. For example, the first entry in the first

column indicates that 58 percent of recent college

graduates moved during the first five years to a state

with higher average employment growth than their

high school state. Similar fractions of moves were to

states that had lower unemployment, a larger popu-

lation, clearer weather, fewer degree days, and higher

pay. One-half of all moves were to states with lower

housing prices. Only 24 percent of moves were from

interior states to states with a seacoast, but another 34

percent of moves were from one seacoast state to

another, and only 11 percent of moves were from a

seacoast state to an interior state. The next column

shows moves relative to the college state, and the

results are fairly similar, except that pay seemed to

figure a little less prominently and housing costs

more prominently. 

The final column examines similar concepts, but

for those without a four-year college degree. High

school graduates who moved were even more drawn

than college graduates to states with improved job

prospects, as measured by employment growth and

unemployment, but were less likely than college grad-

uates to end up in states with higher average pay.

Seventy percent of their moves were to states with

higher employment growth and 64 percent to states

with lower unemployment, but only 44 percent to

states with higher pay.29 In addition, higher shares of

moves were to states with lower energy costs (as meas-

ured by degree days) and clearer weather.

27 Distance is measured between origin and destination coun-
ties, based on an algorithm kindly provided by Jordan Rappaport. 

28 The interregional migration rates aggregated for all years,
such as those shown in Tables 3 and 4, probably are meaningful esti-
mates of the actual data. However, the relative economic conditions
of different regions varied during the time period. Thus it would not
be appropriate to use economic variables aggregated across time
periods. 

29 This last finding suggests that the geographic sorting noted
by Borjas, Bronars, and Trejo (1992) may be due in large measure to
the failure of high school graduates to move to places where they are
paid more. 
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The bottom part of the table indicates the propor-

tion of each group that moved to states offering

improvement in at least three, four, and five of the nine

economic conditions and amenities listed. Interest-

ingly, high school graduates were more likely than col-

lege graduates to move to states where general condi-

tions were “better” than in their origin state. About 63

percent of high school graduates’ moves were to states

that had improved rankings on the majority of indica-

tors, versus 46 to 50 percent for college graduates. This

disparity may possibly reflect the greater homogeneity

of jobs available for non-college graduates than is the

case in professional and technical occupations. That is,

college graduates may be more likely than non-gradu-

ates to get a specific job offer that more than compen-

sates for subpar economic conditions or amenities. 

V. Explanations for Observed Regional
Patterns

It was shown earlier that the Pacific, Mountain,

and South Atlantic states gained population through

net migration while others held approximately steady

or lost population. This section presents some explana-

tions for these regional patterns among college gradu-

ates, using the regression variables. 

The regressions indicated that a key factor

accounting for regional differences in post-graduation

migration propensities is earlier migration. Different

parts of the country vary in the proportion of students

who go out of state for college, and students who go

out of state for college are less likely to return to their

high school location after college. Figure 2 shows this

correlation by Census division. In the NLSY sample,

the Pacific states had the lowest proportion leaving for

college (13 percent) and also the lowest proportion liv-

ing out-of-state five years after college (17 percent).

This contrasts sharply with the West North Central

and New England states, which had the highest shares

of students going out-of-state for college (35 to 36 per-

cent) and highest remaining out-of-state after college

(44 to 45 percent). This evidence on the Pacific versus

the New England states suggests that the structure of

higher education may be one factor influencing migra-

tion. The Pacific states—notably California—have an

extensive, relatively low-cost, public higher education

system, so most college-bound students in the region

Table 9

Percentage of Movers within Five Years of College or High School Graduation Who Moved 
to States with More Favorable Economic Conditions or Amenities

College Graduates, College Graduates, High School Graduates,
Relative to Relative to Relative to

High School State College State High School State

Economic Condition or Amenity

Higher employment growth 57.5 59.9 70.2
Lower unemployment rate 55.4 55.7 63.5
Larger population 57.2 51.4 58.3
Seacoast (from non-coast)a 24.3 24.1 34.5
Less windy 52.8 48.9 48.0
Clearer weather 58.4 54.6 70.2
Fewer degree days 56.3 52.5 67.9
Higher payb 54.3 48.2 44.0
Lower housing prices 50.5 55.0 54.0

Improvements in at least:

3 variables 88.3 86.9 91.9
4 variables 69.1 66.9 80.3
5 variables 50.0 45.5 62.6
5 variables counting all moves 57.4 53.8 67.2

to a seacoast state
a The percentages of movers in the three categories who were in a seacoast state both at graduation and after moving were 34.9, 30.1, and 29.0,
respectively. The percentages moving from a seacoast state to a non-coastal state were only 11.4, 15.2, and 11.9, respectively.
b Refers to college graduate pay for college graduates, non-college graduate pay for others.
Source: Author’s calculations using NLSY. Economic and amenity variables are defined in the same way as in the regressions.
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remain in the area for college. By contrast, New

England’s higher education establishment is heavily

private, attracting many students from outside the

region in addition to serving students from New

England. Public colleges and universities traditionally

have played a relatively limited role.30

Different parts of the country differ also with

respect to how geographically mobile young adults

were during childhood. Figure 3 shows these rates for

college graduates, according to Census division loca-

tion of high school attendance. Individuals from the

East North Central, Middle Atlantic, Pacific, and West

South Central regions were more likely to have been

born in the same state where they attended high school

than those in other Census divisions. By contrast,

childhood mobility for residents of New England and

the Mountain states was very high, with about one-half

graduating from high school in a

different state than the one

where they were born. As high-

lighted in the regressions, these

regional differences were associ-

ated with differences in geo-

graphic mobility as young

adults.31

The roles of positive eco-

nomic and quality-of-life influ-

ences in different Census divi-

sions are highlighted in Figure 4.

For those who moved, the figure

shows the difference in condi-

tions in the destination state of

college graduates relative to the

high school state. Young adults

moving to the South Atlantic

and Mountain states enjoyed

greater average increases in

employment growth and greater

decreases in unemployment

than movers to most other

regions. (Movers to the East

South Central states did very

well in terms of employment

growth but not unemployment,

while movers to New England

enjoyed the greatest reduction in

unemployment but faced an environment with lower

employment growth.)

The clearest attraction of the Pacific region is its

location. Sixty percent of college-graduate movers to

the Pacific states came from states without a seacoast,

by far the largest proportion of any region.32 The eco-

nomic advantages of the region are more mixed. For

example, movers to the Pacific states enjoyed higher

average employment growth and the highest per-

centage increase in expected pay (as measured by the

difference in college-graduate pay between their new

31 New England presents a particularly sharp contrast in geo-
graphic mobility between high school students who went on to four
years of college and those who did not. While college graduates had
exceptionally high geographic mobility as children, the rate for non-
college graduates was close to the national average and their ten-
dency to leave their home state after high school (as shown in Table
4) was comparatively low. 

32 This contrasts, for example, with New England. Vermont is
the least populous of the New England states and the only one lack-
ing a seacoast. Nevertheless, only about 12 percent of recent college
graduates who moved to a New England state came from a non-
coastal state. The overwhelming majority came from a state with a
seacoast. 

30 Public colleges and universities accounted for 66.5 percent of
all bachelor’s degrees granted in the United States in 1997. In
California, the largest state in the Pacific division, their share was
77.4 percent. In Massachusetts, the most populous state in New
England, their share was 30.7 percent. See Kodrzycki (1999). 
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and old states). However, they also faced the steepest

increase in house prices. Median home prices in the

Pacific states were almost twice as high as in the

states where the in-migrants had gone to high school.

New England was second, with more than a 40 per-

cent premium. 

VI. Conclusions

This study has presented an array of information

concerning cross-state moves of young college gradu-

ates. The evidence comes from the National

Longitudinal Survey of Youth, which encompassed

graduating classes from the late 1970s through the

early 1990s. What are the pertinent lessons for employ-

ers and policymakers?

The majority of young college graduates in a

state are likely to be people who went to high school

or college in that state. However, recent graduates

also show a high degree of willingness to undertake

long-distance moves. According to the NLSY, five

years after college graduation, 30 percent of the grad-

uates no longer live in the state where they attended

college and 35 percent no

longer live in the state where

they attended high school.

These rates are at least twice as

high as those for young adults

who have less education.

Young adult movers are

likely to be people who have

moved in the past—either dur-

ing childhood or to attend col-

lege. State economic and quali-

ty-of-life conditions also influ-

ence migration. Young gradu-

ates are more likely to move if

they are in a state that has low

employment growth, high

unemployment, or low pay for

college graduates. The majority

of moves are to states offering

improved conditions along at

least one dimension—high job

growth, lower unemployment,

higher pay, lower housing costs,

or better amenities. However, it

is important to note that a high

fraction of moves are to states

that seem to offer worse condi-

tions in some respect. For exam-

ple, over 40 percent of the observed moves were to

states with lower employment growth than in the ori-

gin state.

These results imply that location preferences vary

from individual to individual, and that circumstances

unobservable to researchers (such as specific job offers 

or personal relationships) also help determine location

decisions. Thus, an employer located in a slow-grow-

ing or otherwise “unattractive” state that is trying to

fill a relatively small number of slots may not be at a

marked disadvantage compared to employers in other

parts of the country. Recruiting success depends large-

ly on matching particular individuals to particular

jobs, rather than on being located in a particular part of

the nation.

Nevertheless, some parts of the country have been

successful in attracting and retaining college gradu-

ates while others have experienced net outflows. For

the graduating classes analyzed in the NLSY (1979 to

1991), the South Atlantic and Mountain regions gained

roughly 15 to 30 percent more young college graduates

as a result of migration from other regions of the coun-

try, compared to the numbers of college graduates

who had gone to high school there. These net inflows
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Appendix Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations of Variables Used in Regression Analysis
College graduates, College graduates, High school graduates,

relative to high school state relative to college state relative to high school state
(1,005 observations) (1,004 observations) (2,241 observations)

Standard Standard Standard
Mean Deviation Mean Deviation Mean Deviation

Dependent variables

Migrated after graduation .348 .477 .289 .453 .116 .320
(standard definition)

Migrated after graduation .318 .466 .270 .444 .112 .316
(noncontiguous variant)

Migrated after graduation .293 .455 .236 .425 .097 .296
(125-mile variant)

Independent variables

Migrated between birth and .290 .454 .290 .454 .232 .422
high school

Migrated between high school .251 .434 .251 .434 n.a. n.a.
and college 

Race (1=white, 0=non-white) .905 .293 .905 .293 .794 .404
Sex (2=female, 1=male) 1.49 .500 1.49 .500 1.49 .500
Employment growth rate,

difference from national average –.127 1.13 –.080 1.16 –.218 1.56
Unemployment rate,

difference from national average .173 2.03 .140 1.97 .241 1.79
State population 8.30 5.73 8.77 6.01 8.62 6.09
State area 65,263 66,694 72,449 73,455 70,535 65,469
Dummy for seacoast .512 .500 .533 .499 .492 .500
Average maximum wind speed 60.3 6.52 60.1 6.47 59.8 5.91
Average number of clear days 97.2 27.1 99.0 28.1 99.2 30.0
Average degree days 5876 1318 5815 1366 5795 1382
College graduate (or non-graduate) 

pay relative to national average 1.02 .094 1.02 .087 1.00 .092

n.a. = not applicable.
Source: Author’s calculations. See text.
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contributed to the likelihood that young college grad-

uates who went to high school in New England ended

up locating outside the region after completion of their

studies.

Finally, the study indicated that young college

graduates moving to New England faced steep in-

creases in housing costs (second only to the increases

faced by those moving to the Pacific region). This per-

haps discouraged in-migration from other parts of the

country. However, in general, the evidence was very

weak that high housing costs cause the college-educat-

ed to move away from their home state in the first five

years after graduation. Housing markets perhaps are a

more significant factor in retaining graduates as they

grow older. This and other hypotheses concerning

housing might usefully be tested in follow-on research. 

seem rooted in these areas’ particularly strong

economies. On the other hand, the explanation for the

very heavy net migration into the Pacific states does

not lie solely in their overall economic characteristics.

Although these states offered relatively rapid employ-

ment growth and high pay, one drawback was their

high housing costs. The location of these states

appears to have been a draw, as a very high share of

in-migrants came from states without a seacoast.

In some cases, regional patterns can be explained

in part by differences in past migration. New England

is a case in point. College-bound students from New

England were more likely to go out-of-state for college

than students from almost any other region. Many also

moved between birth and high school. According to

the analysis presented here, these demographic factors
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