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Modest decline in the gross migration rate since the 1970s

IRS data:  change in residence of tax filers
CPS data miss significant number of movers 
(Hyatt et al. 2018)

Decline in migration by about one-half of a 
percentage point since the 1970s, stable 
since 2000. 
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Decomposition of gross migration into offsetting and net flows

Offsetting migration: 
 Defined as # of individuals leaving a state 

matched by the same # coming into the state
 Declines with gross migration comparable to 

churn or turnover

Net migration:
 Reflects reallocation from one state to another
 Small share of overall migration flows, stable 

throughout
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Taken together, demographic factors cannot explain the decline in gross migration

Cross-state movers tend to be young, college-
educated and rent rather than own. 

The U.S. population has gotten older (=> less migration)
… but is also more educated (=> more migration)
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Basic econometric specification: Blanchard and Katz (1992) redux

𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡+ℎ = 𝛼𝛼𝑖𝑖,ℎ𝑌𝑌 + 𝛼𝛼𝑡𝑡,ℎ
𝑌𝑌 + 𝛽𝛽ℎ𝑌𝑌𝑍𝑍𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡 + Γℎ𝑌𝑌𝑋𝑋𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡 + 𝜀𝜀𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡+ℎ𝑌𝑌

𝑌𝑌𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡: log change in 𝐸𝐸𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡, 1 − 𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡, 𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝐿𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡 or 𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑃𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡

𝑍𝑍𝑖𝑖,𝑡𝑡: regional labor demand instrument

Region and time fixed effects

Response of Y to a shift in the 
instrument at horizon h – i.e., h years 
after the demand shock. 

𝛾𝛾ℎ𝑌𝑌 = 𝛽𝛽ℎ𝑌𝑌/𝛽𝛽ℎ𝐸𝐸

Fraction of the change in employment attributed 
to change in Y at horizon h
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The elasticity of labor migration to shifts in labor demand

Labor market responses to a shift in labor demand (β ) Implied elasticities (γ ) 

At a 4-5 year horizon, migration accounts for
60 percent of the employment response
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The migration elasticity has remained fairly constant since the 1950s

While the overall rate of migration has 
come down, the responsiveness of 
migration to labor demand shifts has 
remained constant.

No clear relationship between the 
migration elasticity and the business 
cycle.
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Validity of the Bartik instrument

State-level wages, house prices and rents increase
in response to the labor demand shift

The Bartik explains about 30% of the
change in employment and 16 percent of 
The change in net migration
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Some evidence that the Bartik shocks are changing over time

The cross-state dispersion of both the Bartik instrument 
and employment growth have fallen by about 50 percent 
since the 1980s. 

Does the decline in variance reflect a change  
in the shifts or in the shares?

A decomposition of the variance suggests both 
are equally important.

In other words, industry-composition has 
become more similar across states
and shocks are more correlated across 
industries. 
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Gross migration also responds to the Bartik.  As Bartik shocks become less volatile, this could help 
explain the downward trend in gross migration.  

A promising candidate to explain declining gross migration? 9



Conclusions and policy implications

 Observe a modest decline in gross migration.

 Elasticity of net migration to local demand shifts remains robust.

 Migration remains an important adjustment mechanism in response to differences in 
economic conditions across locations.

 However, those who move tend to be more educated and younger.

 Place-based policy vs. removing barriers to migration:

 Our results suggest both policies are important 
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