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ABSTRACT 
 

A new demographic dynamic affecting metropolitan populations was identified in analyses 
of 1985-90 migration from the 1990 census.  This was the tendency for immigrant flows and 
domestic migration flows to dominate growth in different types of metropolitan areas. The 
destinations of new immigrants concentrated primarily in selected large port of entry metropolitan 
areas, most of which were experiencing a “flight” of  low skilled domestic migrants. Metropolitan 
areas that gained the most domestic migrants attracted relatively few immigrants, and the domestic 
migrants they selected were prone to be well educated.  A third group of metropolitan areas 
received only modest gains from immigration and tended to sustain “brain drains” from selective 
domestic out-migration.   It was suggested that these different flows for “High Immigration,” “High 
Domestic migration,” and “High Out-migration” metropolitan areas would lead to distinct race-
ethnic and education population profiles in each.  

 
This report compares 2000 census metropolitan migration data for the 1995-2000 period 

with 1990 census data for 1985-90 to detect changes from the earlier patterns.   The findings show 
that while the earlier, signature migration dynamics of the three types of metropolitan areas tend to 
persist, significant changes are emerging   First, while “High Immigration areas” continue to sustain 
net domestic out migration, this low skilled “flight” is no longer dominated by whites, but includes 
substantial numbers of Hispanics and Asians, both foreign and native born.  Second, although 
“High Domestic migration” areas continue to attract well educated whites and blacks, they are also 
attracting large numbers of primarily low skilled immigrant minorities both as domestic migrants 
and immigrants. Third, while “High Out-migration” areas continue to sustain “brain drains” of 
domestic migrants, they are now being compensated by immigrant flows, with higher average 
educational attainments than the immigrant flows going to other metropolitan area types. Thus, 
although each type of metropolitan area is developing distinct race-ethnic profiles, the continued 
dispersion of immigrant minorities is affecting the population profiles of all three types of areas. 
 
Data used:  1990 and 2000 U.S. Census, full sample tabulations of “residence 5 years ago” item 
 
Note:  Appendix Tables present 1995-90 ad 1985-90 immigration and domestic migration statistics 
for all metropolitan areas and detailed tabulations by race-ethnicity and education for metropolitan 
areas with greater than 1 million populations 
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     Immigration, Domestic Migration and US Metro Area Change: 
 

2000 and 1990 Census Findings by Education and Race 
 

  By William H. Frey 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 A new demographic dynamic affecting metropolitan population’s was identified after the 
1990 US Census based on analyses of the “residence 5 years ago” question.  This was the tendency 
for immigrant flows and domestic migration flows to dominate growth in different metropolitan 
areas and states (Frey, 1994; Frey and Liaw, 1998).  As in other developed countries, the United 
States began to experience a significant immigration, largely from Latin American and Asian origins.  
The destinations of these immigrants were unevenly distributed within the U.S. and concentrated 
primarily in selected large port of entry metropolitan areas.   Many of these same areas were losing 
domestic migrants who were prone to relocate in other fast-growing large metro areas, and smaller 
metropolitan areas, as well as non-metropolitan territories.   
 

Moreover, the domestic migration from these “High Immigration” metropolitan areas was 
unique in the sense that it selected residents with less than college educations, in contrast to more 
conventional migration patterns which are upwardly selective on education (Long, 1988).   Because 
these areas tended to be highly dense, costly metropolises, the uniquely selective out-movement 
resembled the classic suburbanization or city-to-suburb flight migration of earlier decades but, 
now, at a regional level.  Indeed, many of these areas continued to exhibit net migration gains in 
their college graduate and high income populations, raising concerns that these areas would evolve 
into “two tiered” economies. 

 
 At the same time, metropolitan areas that gained the most domestic migrants attracted 
relatively few immigrants, and the domestic migrants they selected were more prone to be well 
educated and had origins in all parts of the country.  Finally, a third group of metropolitan areas 
received negative or modest net gains from both types of migration and their domestic out-
migration tended to be selective on the most educated, causing fears that they would sustain further 
“brain drains.” 
 
 Studies based on 2000 Census results on population change by race and migrant status 
(Frey, 2002, 2004; Singer, 2004), coupled with post-1990 evidence of increased immigrant 
minority social mobility (Bean and Stevens, 2003; Clark, 2003; Myers, Pitkin and Park, 2004) 
suggest that new demographic trends have altered these migration tendencies.  One of these is the 
increased dispersal of Asians and especially Hispanics away from traditional immigrant magnet 
areas toward many areas that were previously considered to be “High Domestic Migration” magnets.  
This movement incorporates both domestic migration away from these established magnets, as well 
as a more dispersed set of destinations for recent immigrant Asians and Hispanics.  The second is a 
broader based out-migration of domestic migrants from “High Immigration” metropolitan areas that 
includes greater out-migration of the less skilled populations among most race and ethnic groups, 
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both foreign and native born.  Finally, the metropolitan areas which continue to lose domestic 
migrants are now attracting somewhat larger numbers of immigrants; and preliminary analysis 
suggests that immigrants to areas in the Midwest and slow growing Northeast are more positively 
selective on skill levels than those entering other parts of the country.  As such, they hold the 
potential for stemming the “brain drain” of domestic migrants from these areas.   
 
 These new tendencies, if pervasive, may lead to a revision of earlier scenarios predicted for 
metropolitan areas classed as “High Immigration,” “High Domestic migration,” and “High Out-
migration” in previous work (Frey, 1994; Frey and Liaw, 1998).  That work suggested these three 
kinds of areas would diverge substantially in their race, age and socioeconomic profiles, as a result 
of the dominant types of migration which affected their change.  It was also suggested that a linkage 
may exist between immigration and domestic out-migration for some demographic segments of 
High Immigration metropolitan areas (eg, low skilled, poverty residents).  With an eye towards such 
a re-assessment, this paper examines 2000 migration data for the 1995-2000 period, in order to 
compare late 1990s with late 1980s processes and their contributions to these three metropolitan 
area types. 
 
 
QUESTIONS TO BE ADDRESSED 
 
 The processes which led to the classification of metropolitan areas, based on 1990 
migration census results, were: (1) a concentration of recent immigrants who located in a small 
number of traditional port-of-entry metropolitan areas; (2) the tendency for net domestic migrant 
gains to occur in different areas from those attracting recent immigrants; and (3) a unique, 
accentuated net out-migration of low-income, less-skilled domestic migrants from high immigration 
areas. 
 
 Each of these processes were not totally unique to the late 1980s but came into sharper 
focus because of the high levels of immigration which became evident during the 1980s.  This 
tendency for immigrants to cluster in a small number of areas is consistent with immigration 
preference laws that favor family reunification and with earlier research which indicates that kinship 
ties give rise to chain migration that link family members and friends to common destinations 
(Massey, et al, 1994; Pedraza and Rumbaut, 1996).  The post-1965 shifts in immigrant origin 
countries toward Latin America and Asia and widening disparities between immigrant and native 
skill levels (Borjas, 1994) may have increased the importance of kinship ties and, hence, the 
geographic concentration of immigrants.  This is supported in studies which investigated the 
determinants of immigrant destinations (Bartel, 1989; Liaw and Frey, 1998).   
 

The emergence of different metropolitan magnets for domestic migrants was consistent with 
the changing economic geography of the late 1980s, which rewarded growing, non-coastal South 
and West metropolitan areas that did not happen to be immigrant magnets.  More so than 
immigrants, native born domestic migrants are less reliant on the social capital provided by same 
nationality communities and are, therefore, more “footloose” with response to economic 
considerations in their labor migration (Gober, 1993). 
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 The unique migration observed in the late 1980s was the selective less skilled domestic out-
migration from High Immigration metropolitan areas.  Unlike more conventional long distance 
migration which tends to overly select college graduates to areas with the most well paying or fast 
growing employment opportunities for professionals in a national labor market (Lansing and 
Mueller, 1967; Long, 1988), this unique, fairly consistent out-migration was most prominent for 
white high school graduates, high school dropouts and lower income residents of High Immigration 
metropolitan areas.  A similar “downwardly selective” out-migration pattern from such areas was 
evident after the 1980 census, but not nearly as pervasive (Walker, et al, 1992; Filer, 1992; White 
and Imai, 1994). 
 
 The cause of this pattern could be attributed to a number of conditions in metropolitan 
areas which also happen to receive large numbers of immigrants. These include rising housing 
costs, congestion, and other disamenities of densely settled urbanized areas that most adversely 
affect low skilled, modest income populations.  Yet the high consistency between this pattern and 
high immigration motivated a number of analyses intending to detect “immigration effects” on this 
selective domestic out movement and its possible relationship to labor substitution or indirect 
public costs of immigration.  The results of these studies were mixed with some finding in 
immigration effect for selected subgroups (Frey and Liaw, 1998) and others not (Wright, et al, 
1997). 
 
 Our earlier writings suggested that the cumulative effect of these processes, if continued, 
would lead to the greater growth of immigrant minorities in High Immigration metropolitan areas, 
perhaps coupled with a dual economy structure fueled by a continued domestic in migration of 
college graduates, along with the net domestic out-migration of largely white and Black populations 
with low skills and modest incomes.  At the same time, High Domestic Migration metros would 
increasingly gain mostly native-born whites and African Americans through more traditional 
domestic migration that selects positively on education, in addition to receiving some outflows from 
the High Immigration metros.  Lastly, a the third group of metropolitan areas, High Out-migration 
metros would suffer a “selective brain drain” of college graduates via domestic out migration, 
without receiving large numbers of either domestic migrants or immigrants, thus, leading to less 
socio-economically select, older white populations. 
 
 One aspect of migration, which was not explored as well after the 1990 census, involves the 
domestic migration of the foreign-born and their potential dispersal away from High Immigration 
metro areas.  Earlier studies suggest that the internal migration patterns of Hispanics and Asians are 
highly channelized, following same-race and ethnic networks and social ties. (Bean and Tienda, 
1987; McHugh, 1989; Saenz, 1991).  Specific research on the internal migration of foreign born or 
new immigrants from the 1980 Census (Bartel and Koch, 1991) or 1990 Census (Nogle, 1996) 
indicates that broader dispersal did not occur, especially among those with lower levels of 
education.  This and other evidence for legalized aliens from administrative records (Newman and 
Tienda, 1994) suggest that the overall impact of domestic migration toward reducing the 
concentration of recent foreign-born immigrants has been small. 
 
 However, the recent census results which indicate that Hispanics and Asians are far more 
dispersed than they were in 1990 suggests that immigrant minorities, both native and foreign born, 
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could become more highly represented in domestic migration flows, especially from High 
Immigration metropolitan areas.  They also suggest that there may be a greater dispersion of 
Hispanic and Asian immigrants away from the traditional port-of-entry metropolitan areas.  Even if 
these two premises are true, it is important to understand the selectivity associated with the 
Hispanic and Asian migration processes.  If they follow the patterns of whites in the late 1980s, they 
may also be “downwardly selective” on socioeconomic characteristics (i.e. less educated will be 
most prone to out-migrate).  Indeed, indirect evidence from the 2000 Census suggests that 
domestic Hispanic and Asian gains to High Immigration metro areas and states are less selective, 
perhaps in response to the creation of lower level service jobs demanded by the new domestic 
migrants to these areas (Frey, 2002).   In order to evaluate these and related changes since our 
earlier work, this “first look” at the 1995-2000 and 1985-1990 migration comparisons, will address 
the following questions: 
 

1. Are the migration components of “High Immigration,” “High Domestic migration,” 
and “High Out-migration” metropolitan areas as distinct from each other in the late 
1990s as they were in the 1980s? 

 
2. Are Hispanic, Asian, and foreign born immigrants and domestic migrants more 

dispersed in the late 1990s than in the late 1980s? 
 
3. How have these changes affected the education selectivity of migrants in High 

Immigration, High Domestic migration, and High Out-migration metropolitan 
areas? 

 
These questions will be addressed by an analysis of tables, charts and maps drawn from 

migration from abroad and net domestic migration associated with 28 metropolitan areas classed 
according to the three metro area categories.  (Appendix Table A shows statistics for all MSAs, 
CMSAs, and, NECMAs; Tables B-J pertain to the above 28 metros, and 22 additional metros with 
populations over one million.)  The data utilized here are drawn from a special tabulation of the full 
long-form sample of the 1990 U.S. Census, and from special full-sample tabulations and five 
percent PUMS-based tabulations from the 2000 U.S. Census.  Because of restrictions with the 
2000 Census special tabulations, our use of the term “migration from abroad” will include both 
native-born and foreign-born migrants who were residents outside of the United States in 1995 (or 
1985).  Except for selected statistics drawn from the 2000 five percent PUMS (slides 29-34) which 
are based on PUMA approximations, the definitions for metropolitan areas in this analysis are 
consistent with those utilized in the 2000 Census and defined by the Office of Management and 
Budget as of June 1999. 
 
 
IMMIGRANT AND DOMESTIC MIGRATION MAGNETS 
 
 This section addresses the question:  Is there still a sorting of large metropolitan areas by 
their dominant immigration or domestic migration components?  The short answer to this question 
is “yes, but....”.  To make a fuller assessment, we present, in Table 1, a classification of metropolitan 
areas for both 1985-90 and 1995-2000.  In each we list the metropolitan areas that have the greatest 
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migration from abroad (High Immigration Metros) those that have the greatest net domestic in-
migration (High Domestic Migration Metros), and those not in the first two categories that have the 
greatest net out-migration (High Out-Migration Metros).  The list of metros and their classification 
therein differs slightly between 1985-90 and 1995-2000.  However, with three exceptions (Oklahoma 
City in 1985-90; Honolulu and El Paso in 1995-2000), all metros have 2000 populations of greater 
than one million. 
 
 As seen in both periods, there is still a clear sorting of areas between those with migration 
gains dominated by immigration from those dominated by domestic migration.  In 1985-90, only two 
metros, Washington, D.C., and San Diego, could appear on both lists; and in 1995-2000, only one, 
Dallas, could so appear.  (In Table 1, their classification is based on which of these two components 
was largest.)  It is important to note that there is a consistency in those areas which serve as the 
largest immigrant magnets.  That is, the same nine metropolitan areas received the most immigrants 
during both periods.  In fact, the top six gaining immigrant magnets (although in different orders): 
New York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Washington, D.C., and Miami, were the largest 
gaining immigrant metro areas since the late 1960s (Frey, 2003). 
 
 In contrast, the top gainers of domestic migrants tend to shift from period to period based 
on the nation’s changing economic geography.  Clearly, the rise of the Mountain West economies in 
the 1990s catapulted Phoenix, Las Vegas, and Denver toward greater domestic migration gains than 
was the case a decade earlier.  Likewise, the rise of North Carolina’s economic growth is evident 
with rising late 1990s domestic migration gains in the Charlotte and Raleigh metros.  By the same 
token, High Out-migration metros also shift with changing economic circumstances, though there 
seems to be a standard set of Rustbelt metro areas which continue to remain on this list  (i.e. 
Pittsburgh, Detroit, Cleveland, Milwaukee, St. Louis, and Buffalo). 
 

Another 1980s observation which holds perhaps even more in the late 1990s is the strong 
domestic net out-migration away from High Immigration metros.  Of the nine High Immigration 
metros, eight experienced domestic out-migration in the late 1990s compared with only six in the 
late 1980s.  Moreover, five of the six greatest immigrant gaining metros (New York excepted) 
exhibited higher domestic out-migration in the late 1990s.  In fact, the 1995-2000 net domestic out-
migration from metropolitan New York alone exceeded the combined net out-migration from the ten 
High Out-migration areas as shown in the third category on Table 1.  The reasons for out-migration 
from these High Immigration metros are complex. However, the dominant immigration impact on 
their overall population change seems to be accelerating between the late 80s and late 90s. (See 
Figures 1, 2 and 3.) 

 
 Despite these many similarities between the late 1980s and late 1990s, the important “but”, 
alluded to above, reflects the reduced concentration of immigrants.  The nine High Immigration 
metropolitan areas in the late 1990s, attracted less than half (48 percent) of 1995-2000 immigrants 
nationally, compared with their attraction of 57 percent in the late 1980s. (These nine areas housed 
29 percent of the total U.S. population and 25 percent of the native born population.)  Moreover, it 
is clear that immigrants are playing a significantly larger role in the population gains of the High 
Domestic migration metros and even in some of the High Out-migration metros.  In Atlanta, for 
example, migration from abroad nearly quadrupled between the late 1980s and late 1990s.  In 
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Denver, it tripled to account for about the same amount of gain as domestic migrants do.  In a few 
of the High Out-migration metropolitan areas, including Detroit and Philadelphia, immigration is 
also a more significant force. 
 
 Another more “hidden” aspect of these statistics reflects the increased presence of 
immigrant minorities, Hispanics and Asians, as well as the foreign born among domestic migration 
gains in these High Domestic migration metropolitan areas.  In the late 1980s, a significant part of 
their domestic migration gains involved native born whites and African Americans.  However, this 
has changed as immigrant minorities have become a larger part of the domestic migration away 
from High Immigration metro areas toward those in other parts of the country.   This aspect of 
change with the late 1990s statistics, are discussed in the next section.   
 

Overall, however, there are more similarities than differences in the late 1990s and late 
1980s classification scheme.  The utility of this classification, first based on the 1990 Census 
migration results, appears to be especially relevant in the case of High Immigration metropolitan 
areas.  Although these areas as a group are receiving a smaller share of all immigrants nationwide, 
the increased domestic out-migration from most, makes them even more dependent on immigrant 
flows than was the case in the late 1980s. 

 
 
MIGRATION SHIFTS OF HISPANICS, ASIANS, AND FOREIGN BORN 
RESIDENTS 
 
 When discussing the out-migration from High Immigration metropolitan areas, in our 1990 
Census-based studies, we often use the term “white flight.” This was not intended to connote any 
racial motivation for the movement.  Rather the term was used because this out-migration was, 
compositionally, made up predominantly of whites.  This characterization was also used to suggest 
a commonality with early city to suburb “short distance” movement due to the nature of its 
socioeconomic characteristics (discussed later).  Yet, the immigrant minority, Hispanic and Asian 
populations have increased their presence significantly in High Immigration metropolitan areas 
since the late 1980s and could become a significant source of additional domestic out-migration 
from these areas.  In this section we examine the race-ethnic and foreign born selectivity associated 
with net domestic migration among metropolitan areas in each category. (See Figures 4,5,6, and 7.) 
 
 Table 2 permits comparisons between the late 1980s and the late 1990s of metropolitan area 
net domestic migration by race and nativity.  The greatest change across all metropolitan areas is 
shown for Los Angeles.  Not only has the magnitude of out-migration risen dramatically in the latest 
period, but the race/ethnic composition of that out-migration is dominated more by Hispanics than 
by whites.  While white domestic net out-migration from Los Angeles increased by almost half, the 
net out-migration of Hispanics (which was already negative in the late 1980s) increased by more 
than five-fold in the late 1990’s.  At the same time, Asian domestic migration shifted from a net in-
migration to a net out-migration.  As a consequence, the white contribution to total 1995-2000 net 
domestic out migration from Los Angeles was only 36 percent, with additional contributions from 
Blacks, Asians, and, to a much larger extent, Hispanics.   
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 The more recent domestic out-migration from Los Angeles, as well, included a much larger 
representation of foreign-born residents.  Again this contrasts with the late 1980s when there was a 
net domestic in-migration of foreign born.  Although these shifts, to some degree, reflect the 
changing composition of Los Angeles’ residential population over time, the net domestic out-
migration rate increased for Hispanics over the two five-year periods (-12.8 per 1,000 over 1985-90, 
compared with -46.3 for 1995-2000).  The rate of domestic out-migration for Los Angeles’ foreign 
born population in the later period was slightly higher than that of its native born population (-39.5 
compared with -34.8). 
 
 While Los Angeles displays the most dramatic change over this comparison, non-white 
populations have also played a larger role in the domestic out-migration from New York, San 
Francisco, and Chicago, as the next three largest immigrant magnets.  In each, Hispanic net 
domestic out-migration increased in late 1990s, and Asian net domestic out-migration increased 
substantially in New York.  New York sustained the second greatest at losses of Hispanics (next to 
Los Angeles) and greatest losses of Asians of all of the metropolitan areas in this study.  Coupled 
with its reduced out-migration of whites, net domestic out-migration for New York in the late 1990s 
was comprised of 46 percent minorities, compared with only 32 percent in the late 1980s. Aside 
from Los Angeles, New York was the other metropolitan area to show a substantial net out-
migration of the foreign born, reflecting approximately one-fifth of all domestic out-migration from 
the metropolitan area.   
 
 Although both Washington, D.C. and Miami each showed greater net out-migration in the 
late 1990s than the late 1980s, whites are primarily responsible for the greater out-migration in both 
areas.  In fact, all High Immigration metropolitan areas, aside from Dallas, showed white net 
domestic out-migration in the late 1990s.  The level of this out-migration increased substantially in 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, Chicago, Washington, D.C., and Miami. 
 
 Still, the high levels of immigration from abroad into these areas brought in more Hispanics 
and Asians than were lost through domestic migration, even in Los Angeles, New York, San 
Francisco, and Chicago.  Thus, whites in each of these High Immigration metropolitan areas 
represent a shrinking share of their total populations, as a consequence of overall migration. 
 
 Turning to the High Domestic Migration metros, there is a clear trend showing greater 
domestic in-migration of immigrant minorities and the foreign born.  In Atlanta, for example, 
Hispanics and Asians accounted for only seven percent of domestic in-migration in the late 1980s, 
but 20 percent in the late 1990s.  Similarly foreign born domestic migrants accounted for only nine 
percent in the former period and 20 percent in the latter period. Atlanta is also increasing its 
immigration from abroad which is bringing even more immigrant minorities into the metropolitan 
area.  Because of both increased immigration and a greater presence in minorities among domestic 
in-migrants, non-white minorities are making greater migration contributions than whites over the 
1995-2000 period in Atlanta, Las Vegas, Orlando, Denver and Charlotte (where in Atlanta and 
Charlotte, large gains in domestic African American in-migration are also contributing to this rise.) 
 
 For most of the High Out-migration metropolitan areas shown in the lower panel of Table 
2, whites, and in some cases Blacks, still account for the lion’s share of total domestic out migration 
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in the late 1990s. In most, immigrant minorities show very small net domestic migration losses or 
gains.  The greatest gains of immigrant minorities for these areas tend to come from relatively small 
levels of immigration from abroad.  Unlike most of the other metropolitan areas discussed above, 
however, Asians represent a larger contribution than Hispanics in several of these, including 
Detroit, Honolulu, Cleveland, Buffalo, Pittsburgh, and St. Louis.  This smaller, Asian dominated 
immigration could, nonetheless impact these areas in positive ways by replacing the “brain drains” 
of existing residents.  This topic will be taken up later. 
 

The above discussion has pointed up a clear dispersion of immigrant minorities as a result 
of their increased presence in domestic migration flows, and more deconcentrated immigration.  
The greater domestic migration of Hispanics and Asians away from traditional port-of-entry metros 
is also showing up in the domestic in-migration to High Domestic Migration metropolitan areas, 
like Atlanta and Phoenix.  Such dispersion is also reflected in a review of the destinations of 
immigrants, domestic foreign born migrants and domestic native born migrants across states. (See 
Figures 8, 9, and 10.) 

 
 Overall, the Hispanic, Asian, and foreign born populations are still more concentrated 
within the ten states that house the nine High Immigration metropolitan areas: CA, NY, TX, FL, IL, 
NJ, MA, MD, VA, DC. (See Figure 8.)  For example, 81 percent of all Hispanics lived in these ten 
states in 1990 and this share has only declined to 76 percent by 2000.   By contrast, these same ten 
states are home to only 39 percent of all U.S. whites and 43 percent of all U.S. native born.   
 
 However, a different picture emerges when we look at the state destinations of recent 
foreign born and native born Hispanic and Asian domestic migrants. (See Figures 9 and 10.)  
Among Hispanic foreign born domestic migrants, there has been a significant reduction in 
destinations directed to these states between 1985-90 and 1995-2000.  In the earlier period, two-
thirds of foreign born Hispanics chose these ten states as a destination, but this dropped to only 47 
percent in 1995-2000.  Among domestic native born migrants, the share selecting these states was 
reduced from 52 percent down to 44 percent.  All of these migrant destinations during both periods 
were less concentrated than the initial destinations of recent Hispanic immigrants.  A similar pattern 
can be observed for Asians who also showed more deconcentrated pattern among domestic 
migrants.   
 

At present, the number of recent immigrants still exceed the number of interstate domestic 
migrants by a ratio of 3 to 2 among both Hispanics and Asians (See Figure 11).  However, as the 
number of domestic migrants within each group becomes larger, we can expect an even greater 
dispersion of Hispanics and Asians across states and metro areas. 

 
Also of interest is how the destinations of foreign born and immigrant minority domestic 

migrants have changed between the late 80s and late 90s.  To provide an overview, we present a 
series of maps depicting the greatest net migration gaining and losing states for these groups 
between 1985-90 and 1995-2000.  It is clear when comparing Hispanics between the late 80s and 
late 90s migration that there is a much wider dispersion of Hispanic migration across states for the 
latter period (See Map 1).   In both periods there is a selective net out-migration from the five states 
that contain large High Immigration metros.  However, the 1990s dispersion is spread out much 
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further. Asian migration also shows a somewhat greater dispersion with the latter period (See Map 
2).  In addition, Asians tend to change with the economy, at least as far as California and Texas are 
concerned – with California having a stronger economy in the late 80s, and Texas having the 
stronger economy in the late 90s.  (See Maps 1,2, 3, and 4.) 

 
Still another migration comparison can be made, first, in the late 80s between the native 

white migration patterns and the entire foreign born population (See Map 3).  We see whites 
leaving economically declining states like Texas and Louisiana, as well as highly urbanized states, 
for growing southeast and western states.  The foreign born population followed these patterns 
somewhat, but it was less spread out and much more restricted in its destinations.  Making the 
same two comparisons in the late 1990s, we see a more dispersed pattern among the foreign born 
than among the white native born populations (See Map 4).  Yet, as in the late 1980s, major gaining 
states and losing states tend to be fairly consistent.  Thus, there is a general pattern in foreign born 
migration, which is consistent with and tends to follow that of  the native white population. 

 
 Still another way to look at these patterns is to compare the greatest metropolitan gainers 
and losers for these different population groups (See Table 3).  In the 1980’s, Hispanics, Asians, 
non-Hispanic whites, and foreign born destinations were somewhat distinct (Miami and Orlando 
ranking high for Hispanics; Los Angeles, Sacramento, and San Francisco ranking high for Asians; 
Seattle, Tampa and Phoenix ranking high for whites).  In contrast, the destinations for all groups in 
the late 1990s have a much stronger overlap with each other, suggesting some convergence. Las 
Vegas, Phoenix, Dallas, and Atlanta are among the top ten destinations for each.  Yet even among 
the top 10 destinations, there are group-specific preferences (Minneapolis and Seattle for Asians, 
Orlando, Denver and Austin for Hispanics) reflecting unique employment, ethnic, or cultural 
attractions.  
 
 
EDUCATION SELECTIVITY, BRAIN GAINS AND BRAIN DRAINS  
 
 In our previous research based on the late 1980s, we identified distinct education selectivity 
patterns associated with domestic migration in each of the three metropolitan area types.  The 
analysis now turns to see how closely these patterns are replicated in the late 1990s. 
 
 Turning first to the High Immigration metropolitan areas, we wish to determine whether the 
same “downwardly selective” domestic out-migration from these areas, observed over the late 
1980s, persists over the late 1990s.  These comparisons can be made from the upper panel in Table 
4, specific to four levels of education attainment, among adults age 25 and above.  (See also 
Figures 12 –18.) 
 

These data make clear that there continues to be a “downwardly selective” net out-migration 
in most of High Immigration metropolitan areas.  It is most accentuated and has increased the 
greatest in Los Angeles and San Francisco, but also tends to be evident to some degree in most of 
the High Immigration areas. Two exceptions are: Dallas which registers a domestic migration gain 
over the 1990s: and Houston, which has shown a general economic revival from its late 1980s 
economic doldrums.  In some cases, such as New York, there is greater domestic out-migration 
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among persons with some college in comparison to high school grads only or persons with less than 
high school educations. Yet, in each case, the domestic out-migration is higher for these lower 
education categories than is the case for college graduates.  In fact, there is a net in-migration of 
college graduates to San Francisco, Washington, D.C., and Miami, among the areas that show the 
general negative pattern.  The net in-migration that Los Angeles displayed in the late 1980s among 
college graduates has now turned to a modest net decline, though this decline is much less than 
those with lesser education levels. 

 
 In general, it is useful to compare the education selectivity of domestic migration with that 
of immigration which tends to form a “U-shaped” pattern with education during each period. One 
proposition, made after the 1990 Census, was that the influx of low-skilled immigrant residents and 
workers in these High Immigration areas may cause employment, housing, or other forms of 
competition for similarly situated residents and thus, could provide some motivation for the unique 
“downwardly selective” out-migration pattern from these areas.  In contrast, those with college 
educations, and presumably more professional, higher paying jobs, were not in direct competition 
with these newcomers, and could better afford the upscale housing and communities that were 
available.  Such “competition” explanations could still hold force, though, as shall be discussed, 
they would need to account for the new “downwardly selective” domestic out-migration of 
Hispanics. 
 
 We turn now to the High Domestic migration areas and focus, first, on Atlanta (Figure 19).  
Here we see some distinction over time in the selectivity in domestic in-migration from one of a 
sharp rise associated with greater education, to one where there is a flattening out of in-migration 
at the lower end of the educational spectrum.  The increased domestic migration of unskilled 
foreign born immigrant minorities may be occurring to take lower level service jobs created by the 
high demand associated with overall migration. This will be discussed further below.  Another 
interesting phenomenon with Atlanta is an increased level immigration in the late 1990s which 
contributes to the overall migration gain at lower levels of education.  (See Figures 19 and 20.)     
 

A more accentuated pattern along these lines can be observed with Phoenix (See Figure 
20).  Here, an “Atlanta-type” pattern existed for both domestic migration and immigration in the 
late 1980s.  However, as immigration picked up and greater domestic migration occurred among 
foreign born, low skilled immigrant minorities, perhaps from California, the profile of domestic 
migration became less sharply related to education in the late 1990s.  Most of the other High 
Domestic migration magnet areas show similar shifts between the late 80’s and the late 90s; more 
muted, though still positive, is education selectivity for domestic migration, along with a more U-
shaped pattern of immigration associated with the new influx of immigrants.  Indeed the domestic 
migration pattern observed for these High Domestic migration areas is also apparent for Dallas, the 
one High Immigration metro that is also gaining domestic migrants. (See Figure 21.) Dallas’ pattern 
shares the immigrant education selectivity of High Immigration areas, and the domestic migration 
education selectivity of High Domestic migration metros, with an overall, accentuated “U-shaped” 
education pattern resulting from both types of migration.  

 
In the late 1980s, High Out-migration metro areas followed a more traditional pattern such 

that out migration levels were more accentuated for the most highly educated members of the work 
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force: the so-called “brain drain”.  Among these areas shown in Table 4, Pittsburgh reflects this 
pattern most vividly for both the late 1980s and the late 1990s (See Figure 22).  This pattern stands 
in sharp contrast to the out-migration from High Immigration metros and is more consistent with 
classic patterns of inter-metropolitan migration.  These patterns have become more muted in some 
areas such as Detroit or Cleveland (See Figures 23 and 24). 

  
 However, in all three of these areas, we find the late 1990s immigration making positive 

contributions not only because its levels are somewhat higher than earlier, but also because its 
education selectivity tends to accentuate the higher end of the educational spectrum rather than the 
lower end (a less “U-shaped” pattern).  As a result, several of these areas (where, as noted above, 
Asians make a bigger contribution than Hispanics) show that immigration tends to compensate, to 
some degree, for the “brain drain.”  The reasons why more educated immigrants select these areas 
may have to do with selective employer recruitment, as a major factor, rather than the family 
reunification motivation that exists in High Immigration metros as well as those in more fast-
growing parts of the country. Nonetheless, the immigration impacts in these slow-growing areas, 
though relatively small, tend to disproportionately increase the population at the higher end of the 
educational spectrum. 

 
 Turning back to the idea that immigrant minorities may have something to do with the new 
education patterns observed across metropolitan categories, we first look at Los Angeles’ domestic 
and immigration patterns for the late 1990’s, for each major racial group. (See Figure 25.) (Note: 
Figure 25-30 show numeric migration contributions rather than rates.)  It becomes clear here that in 
Los Angeles, the Hispanic population has contributed significantly to the overall net domestic out-
migration among adults with high school educations or less, whereas whites make a bigger impact 
on the high school and some college out-migration.  The Los Angeles patterns also show that the 
“U-shaped” immigration is in large measure shaped by Hispanics at the lower end and Asians and 
whites at the upper end.   In New York, the Hispanic impact on education is more moderated but 
shows a similar pattern (See Figure 26).  Here white out-migration is more dominant in affecting the 
“downwardly selective” pattern along with some contributions by Blacks.  For immigration to New 
York, it is clear that Asians and whites have a strong role in the immigration of college graduates.  
(See Figures 25 to 30.) 
 
 Turning now to Atlanta, it is in fact the case that Hispanics do play a role in moderating the 
domestic education migration pattern, in which whites and Blacks are more responsible for the 
“upwardly selective” domestic migration to the metro area (See Figure 27).  (Similar divergent 
education patterns are also displayed by whites and Hispanics in Phoenix – Figure 28, and Dallas – 
Figure 29.) By the same token we see the impact that Hispanics and, to a much lesser extent, Asians 
play in shaping the “U-shaped” immigration pattern now emerging in Atlanta. 
 
 Finally, we examine this migration for Detroit where it is clear that the bulk of the domestic 
migration pattern is explained by whites, with a very small contribution by Blacks (See Figure 30).  
Yet the Detroit pattern also makes plain that it is Asian immigration which contributes, along with 
whites, heavily to the “upwardly selective” immigration shown here, and likely in the other Rustbelt 
areas where immigration is contributing to gains in the college graduate population. 
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 In light of these education selective patterns of immigrant minorities across metropolitan 
areas, we again look at the aggregate pattern of dispersal among Hispanic and Asian domestic 
migrants across states, with an eye toward its educational selectivity (See Figures 31 and 32).  With 
Hispanics, as was the case earlier, all destinations for domestic migrants, both foreign and native 
born, are more dispersed away from the 10 immigration states than is the case for recent 
immigrants.  However, consistent with the foregoing analysis, it appears that the greatest dispersal 
among Hispanic domestic migrants occurs for those with the least education.  This is especially the 
case for domestic foreign born Hispanics where, among those with less than high school 
educations, only 43 percent locate within the 10 immigration states.  In contrast, 60 percent of 
college graduate, Hispanic foreign born domestic migrants locate in those states.  The pattern is 
somewhat less clear-cut for domestic native born Hispanic migrants; but even among these, the 
least educated are most likely to disperse.  (See Figures 31 and 32.) 
 
 The Asian patterns, to some degree, mirror the Hispanic patterns in that the most educated 
domestic migrant Asians are the least likely to disperse.  Yet this is somewhat different from the 
patterns of immigrant destinations for Asians; among whom college graduates are slightly less likely 
to live in the 10 immigration states.  Overall, though, the dispersion of both Hispanics and Asians 
among domestic migrants is more prevalent among the lower skilled rather than the higher skilled 
migrants.  Again, this pattern leads to the suggestion that these migrants are doing jobs that are 
being created by general domestic migration growth that is occurring outside immigrant magnet 
metropolitan areas and states. 
 
 Finally, to shed further geographic light on this matter, we compare net domestic migration 
across states for college graduate foreign born migrants with  
 those that have at most high school educations (See Map 5).  What is instructive here is that the 
foreign born migrants with at most high school educations are much more likely to disperse across 
a broad variety of states than is the case for college graduates.  However, the migration of college 
graduates tends to be more consistent with the economic opportunities, or lack thereof:  migration 
gaining states are those with good professional opportunities like California, Texas, Georgia, and 
Florida, whereas greatest losses occur across a series of Rustbelt states.  Overall, these patterns 
provide further evidence that the largest dispersion of domestic migrants tends to be associated 
with the less skilled segments of the population.  It suggests a relationship between overall 
domestic migration, and the in-migration of less skilled foreign born and immigrant minorities 
attracted by low level employment opportunities being created by the former.  (See Map 5.) 
 
 In sum, we have found that the traditional education selectivity patterns of domestic 
migrants that were observed for metropolitan categories, after the 1990 Census, to a large degree 
still hold.  This is especially the case with High Immigration metropolitan areas where “downwardly 
selective” domestic out-migration continues to occur and in some cases is accentuated.  Yet along 
with this is the rising impact of education selective domestic movement by immigrant minorities and 
the foreign born population.  Especially in High Domestic migration metro areas, their  
“downwardly selective” in-migration patterns tend to reinforce the similarly “downwardly selective” 
immigration coming to these areas in response to new demands for labor in all skill levels. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 The purpose of this report has been to examine 1995-2000 migration dynamics based on 
the 2000 Census, toward assessing the utility of distinguishing metropolitan areas according to 
their dominant immigration or domestic migration patterns.  We identified “High Immigration metro 
areas” (eg. Los Angeles, New York), “High Domestic Migration metro areas” (e.g. Phoenix, Atlanta) 
, and “High Out-Migration metro areas” (e.g. Detroit, Cleveland)  – an update of the classification 
we first introduced after examining 1985-90 statistics from the 1990 census.   We find that this 
classification continues to point up important fundamental distinctions in the ways immigration and 
domestic migration affect the size, race-ethnic character and  “brain drain/brain gain” dynamics of 
major metropolitan areas.    
 

In particular, we find that domestic out-migration from the largely coastal High Immigration 
metropolitan areas is not only pervasive but also more accentuated in the late 1990s than it was in 
the 1980s, and still uniquely dominated by persons with less than college educations.  Yet, we also 
find a new tendency emerging wherein immigrant minorities, Hispanics and Asians, as well as 
foreign born residents in general, are playing a larger role as part of this domestic migration 
dispersal away from High Immigration metros.  In fact, they are changing, somewhat, the race and 
skill level populations that are moving to the fast-growing High Domestic migration areas, located 
primarily in the Southeast and non-coastal West.   While the latter areas continue to attract well 
educated whites and blacks from all parts of the country, they are now also attracting large numbers 
of primarily lower skilled immigrant minorities both as domestic migrants and immigrants. 

 
 Immigration and domestic migration exert a different impact on the older, largely rustbelt-

located, High Out-Migration metros. While these areas continue to sustain a “brain drain” of mostly 
white domestic migrants to other parts of the country, they are now attracting immigrants who are 
more likely to be Asian, and possess higher average educational attainments than the immigrant 
flows going to other metropolitan areas types.  As a consequence, immigration to these slow-
growing areas, though small in magnitude, is serving to modify their “brain drains.” 

 
 This analysis of 2000 census based immigration and domestic migration dynamics suggests 
issues that further research needs to address.   One of these involves a fuller understanding of why 
there is a continued out-migration of less educated, and presumably lower income residents away 
from most High Immigration metro areas. The fact that this out-migration includes a plurality of 
immigrant minorities as well as Blacks renders the term “white flight” inaccurate, though the term 
“middle class flight” may very well apply.  The high costs of housing, long commutes, and other 
disamenities associated with living in the sprawling suburbs of greater Los Angeles, San Francisco, 
New York and other large metros, which also serve as traditional immigrant ports-of entry, must 
certainly be considered.  Whether or not immigration itself contributes to these costs and 
disamenities, either directly or indirectly, is open to question.  In any event, the middle class flight 
which appears to be occurring from the largest of these High Immigration metros, suggests the 
emergence of dual economy populations that are being fed largely by immigration which is “U-
shaped” in its socioeconomic selectivity, as they sustain a  “downwardly selective” domestic out-
migration directed to more affordable parts of the country. 
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 The results presented here suggest another possible relationship between two migration 
processes that should be addressed.  That is the effect that high levels of  domestic migration 
among mostly middle class, well educated populations, may exert in the attraction of  low-skilled 
immigrant minorities, both as immigrant and domestic migration streams. The rapid domestic 
migration-driven growth of High Domestic migration metros such as Atlanta, Phoenix, and 
Charlotte involve the creation of many new service, retail and construction jobs, which are attractive 
to immigrant groups.   Informal networks play a role in fueling these migration streams among 
recent immigrants and domestic migrant Hispanics and other foreign born groups.  What needs to 
be studied, as well, is the extent to which new immigrant minorities are becoming economically 
incorporated and socially assimilated into the populations of these metro areas where their presence 
is relatively new, and where growth is dominated by more well off suburbanites. 
 
 A final topic for further research is an investigation of the immigration and secondary 
migration processes which are bringing highly skilled immigrant minorities to slow-growing metros 
in the nation’s heartland, such as Detroit and Cleveland.   Political officials in such areas, facing a 
continued out-migration of their educated young adult cohorts, have begun to look to immigration 
as a recipe for economic and demographic reinvigoration.   While the current trends of “upwardly 
selective” immigration to these areas are hopeful, they may simply reflect the fact that lower skilled 
immigrants are attracted to more prosperous places.   A full understanding of the networks involved 
with immigrant recruitment at all skill levels is necessary to better inform local economic 
development strategies which give strong weight to immigration. 
 
 Overall the recent immigration and domestic migration dynamics point up a scenario of 
both dispersal and continued concentration among immigrant minority populations.  On the one 
hand, both fast-growing and slow-growing metro areas that are not main immigrant ports-of entry, 
have shown unprecedented gains in immigrant minorities who are gravitating away from those areas.  
On the other hand, this dispersal is only slowly diminishing the still strong concentration of the 
total foreign born, Hispanic and Asian populations in the nation’s High Immigration metros and 
states.  The fact that the largest of these metro areas are sustaining a domestic net out-migration of 
almost all native and foreign born groups, makes the continued, large immigration flows to these 
areas even more central to their future population gains, and ensures their continued demographic 
distinctiveness in comparison to other parts of the country. 
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Source: William H. Frey analysis of full long form sample of 1990 and 2000 US Census 

Figure 1: High Immigration Metros 
Migration Rates 1985-1990 and 1995-2000 

 
 

 
 
 

Figure 3: High Out-Migration Metros 
Migration Rates 1985-1990 and 1995-2000 

 

 
 
 

Figure 5: Los Angeles Migration by Nativity 
 

Figure 2: High Domestic Migration Metros 
Migration Rates 1985-1990 and 1995-2000 

 

 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Los Angeles Migration by Race 
 

 
 
 

Figure 6: Atlanta Migration by Race 
 

 
 



 

Source: William H. Frey analysis of full long form sample of 1990 and 2000 US Census 

Figure 7: Atlanta Migration by Nativity 
 

 
 
 

Figure 9: Hispanic Migrants 
Share of Destinations in 10 Immigrant States 

 

 
 
 

Figure 11: Types of Migration to U.S. States 
 
 

Figure 8: Share in 10 Immigration States 
All Persons – Nativity and Race Groups 

 

 
 

Figure 10: Asian Migrants 
Share of Destinations in 10 Immigrant States 

 

 
 

Figure 12: Los Angeles – Education 
Selectivity 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 
 

 



 

Source: William H. Frey analysis of full long form sample of 1990 and 2000 US Census 

Figure 13: New York – Education Selectivity 
 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 
 

 
 

Figure 15: Chicago – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 
 

Figure 17: Washington D.C. – Education 
Selectivity 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 
 

 
 
 
 

Figure 14: San Francisco – Education 
Selectivity 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 
 

 
 

Figure 16: Miami – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 
 

Figure 18: Boston – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 



 

Source: William H. Frey analysis of full long form sample of 1990 and 2000 US Census 

Figure 19: Atlanta – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 

 
 

Figure 21: Dallas – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 
 

Figure 23: Detroit – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 

Figure 20: Phoenix – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 

 
 

Figure 22: Pittsburgh – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 

 
 

Figure 24: Cleveland – Education Selectivity 
Abroad vs. Domestic Migration Rates 

 



 

Source: William H. Frey analysis of full long form sample of 1990 and 2000 US Census 

Figure 25: Los Angeles – Race by Education, 
1995-2000 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration 
 

 
 

Figure 27: Atlanta – Race by Education,  
1995-2000 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration 
 

 
 

Figure 29: Dallas – Race by Education,  
1995-2000 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 26: New York – Race by Education, 
1995-2000 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration 
 

 
 

Figure 28: Phoenix – Race by Education, 
1995-2000 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration 
 

 
 

Figure 30: Detroit – Race by Education, 1995-
2000 

Abroad vs. Domestic Migration 
 

 
 
 



 

Source: William H. Frey analysis of full long form sample of 1990 and 2000 US Census 

Figure 31: Hispanic Migrants by Education 
Share of Destinations in 10 Immigrant States 

 

 
 
 

Figure 32: Asian Migrants by Education 
Share of Destinations in 10 Immigrant States 

 

 



 

Source: William H. Frey analysis of full long form sample of 1990 and 2000 US Census 

Map 1: Hispanic Migration 
 

 
 
 

Map 3: 1985-1990 Domestic Migration 
 

 
 
 

Map 5: Foreign Born Domestic Migration 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Map 2: Asian Migration 
 

 
 
 

Map 4: 1995-2000 Domestic Migration 
 

 
 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 




