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is a rapidly growing state, and a

large proportion of its growth is due to
migration-people moving here to live. In the
past forty years, increasing numbers of people
have moved across state lines throughout the
U.S., but the Commonwealth has experienced
more migration than most states. Twelfth in
population size, Virginia was one of only six
states to gain over 200,000 new residents from

Donna J. Tolson

............. . ............
domestic interstate migration in the five years
preceding the 1990 Census (see Figure 1). Only
Florida, California, and Texas received more
inmigrants during the same time period.
This article describes Virginia's migration
patterns from several different perspectiveshistoric, geographic, and demographic.
In addressing the history of migration to
and from Virginia, four separate periods are
reviewed: 1955-60, 1965-70, 1975-80, and
1985-90. Information about these five-year
periods comes from a census question which
asks each person where he or she lived exactly
five years ago. Responses to this question identify the number of people who moved during
the time period and where they lived previously.
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FIGURE 1
Net Migration Gainers and Losers, 1985-90
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MGRATION HISTORICALLY
A NET GAIN FOR VIRGINIA
Between 1955 and 1960, just over 456,000 people
moved into Virginia from other states, and about

413,000 residents left the state for other locations

u.s.

in the
This gave Virginia positive net migration (inmigrants minus outmigrants) of 43,000. Net
migration to the Commonwealth has remained
positive in each decade since then, and the number
of interstate migrants moving to Virginia has
increased steadily, growing to over 860,000 by the
1985-90 period (see Figure 2). Virginia has consistently attracted more people from other states than
it has lost to them, with three exceptions: Florida, a
major retirement magnet which receives more

migrants than any other state; Tennessee, with whom
Virginia shares the Johnson City-Kingsport-Bristol
metropolitan area; and Nevada, the fastest-growing
state in the nation.
Although Virginia has consistently gained
population through interstate migration, this does
not mean that migration patterns between the Commonwealth and other states have remained the same
over the past four decades. The volume of migration to other states, particularly to states in the
West and South, has changed considerably. In
addition, while the level of inmigration has been
steadily growing since 1955, this is not the case
for outmigration, which has grown erratically in
the last two decades.

FIGURE 2
Migration in Virginia, 1955-60 to 1985-90
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1955-60: Westward Expansion (see Figure
3). In the prosperous decades after WWII, residential mobility increased with an expanding U.S.
economy. Uncrowded western states with affordable land and abundant natural resources were prime
targets for new industry and, consequently, new
residents. Half of the states to which Virginia sent
more migrants than it received were in the West
and Southwest. With the exception of California,
these states had small populations, giving them very
little outmigration to balance the population flow
movIng In.
Aside from the western region, Virginia sent
more people than it received to Tennessee, Florida,
and a knot of small mid-Atlantic states: Connecticut, ew Jersey, Delaware and Maryland. uburban
sprawl from New York, Philadelphia, and Washington, D.C. had begun to spill over into these states,
and perhaps their midsized cities were more
appealing to former Virginia residents than the big
cities of the Northeast.
1965-70: The Northeast moves South. By
1970, the fuel crisis was looming, air-conditioning
was common, and the Sunbelt was enjoying a new
popularity. Not surprisingly, Virginia benefited from
its location along the southern Atlantic Coast,

receiving large numbers of migrants from New York,
Pennsylvania, and other states in the Northeast and
Midwest. The Commonwealth gained more migrants
than it lost from all but 11 states, creating net
inmigration of over 62,000. Virginia's net migration losses were concentrated in an unbroken line
along the East Coast from New Jersey to Florida
and in the sparsely populated states of Arizona,
Nevada, and Vermont.
1975-80: Virginians on the Move. With
unemployment and inflation rising and the federal
government tightening its belt, many Virginia residents left the state for greener pastures. Even though
net migration remained positive at about 64,000,
the number of states to which Virginia lost population exploded from 11 in 1970 to 26 in 1980.
Most states in the Midwest and Northeast continued to send more migrants to Virginia than they
received, but many states in the South and West
gained population at the expense of the Commonwealth. The largest outflows went to Florida and
Texas, each of which received about 17,000 more
Virginia migrants than they had just a decade earlier.
1985-90: Virginians Stay Put. In the late
1980s, Virginia's economy was riding a wave of
military and federal government expansion. In

:

FIGURE 3
Four Decades of Population Gains and Losses for Virginia

o

States to whom Virginia lost population

D

States from which Virginia gained population

1965-70

1985-90

3

The Virginia NEWS LETTER

to Virginia has doubled, while migration from Virginia to Maryland has grown only by half. By
1990, Maryland had contributed a net population gain of over 16,000 to the Commonwealth.
North Carolina residents, on the other hand,
have become less likely to move to Virginia since
the middle of the century. Between 1955 and 1960,
North Carolina was Virginia's largest migrant source,
sending 53,000 people across its northern border.
However, migration from North Carolina dropped
below 53,000 in both the 1965-70 and 1975-80
periods, and numbered only 55,000 in 1985-90.
Since migration from Virginia to North Carolina
has grown steadily by about 12,000 each decade,
K I N I A 'SMIGRATIONPARTNERS the Commonwealth's population loss to its southAlthough net migration figures illuminate the big- ern neighbor has been growing for thirty years.
Migration flows linking Virginia to the other
gest population gains and losses, they sometimes mask
larger but more balanced migration flows between partner states can be explained by sheer population
Virginia and other states (see Table 1). For the past size and military or federal government presence. All
40 years, Virginia has maintained significant migration five remaining states are more populous than Virginia
flows both into and out of California, Florida, Mary- and have contributed sizable population flows to other
land, N ew York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, and states in the u.S. as well. Besides having large populaTexas. Together these seven states received half of tions, California, Florida, and Texas are also home to
all outmigrants from Virginia since 1955, and, with a number of military and federal research operations
the addition of the District of Columbia, they also where people stationed in Virginia or Washington,
account for about half of the total inmigration to D.C. offices may spend part of their careers.
the Commonwealth over the same period.
Although the neighboring states of Maryland
and North Carolina top both the inmigration and
CHARACTERISTICS OF INTERoutmigration lists, their migration flows with the STATE AfIGRANTS AND NONlMOVERS
Commonwealth are going in different directions. The analysis of migration flows-their origins, desIn 1960 and 1970, Virginia lost population to Mary- tinations, and volume-is one important component
land, largely to the suburban counties situated between ofa complete description of the migration phenomWashington, D.C. and Baltimore. But as Northern enon. But in addition to looking at where interstate
Virginia began to grow, the balance began to shift. migrants come from and move to, it is also imporOver the past 40 years, migration from Maryland tant to know something about their demographic

response, inmigration to the Commonwealth
boomed. Texas, which had a net gain of 13,000
from Virginia between 1975 and 1980, suffered a
net loss of over 27,000 to Virginia between 1985
and 1990. Substantial increases in migration to the
Commonwealth from other populous states such
as California and Pennsylvania also contributed.
Meanwhile, outmigration from Virginia stagnated,
increasing by only 5,000 over 1975-80 levels. Consequently, net migration swelled to 225,000 and
made Virginia the fourth likeliest destination for
interstate migrants in the nation.

•

TABL.E 1
Virginia's Migration Partners: Cumulative Migration 1955-90

Inmigration

Outmigration

Net Migration

Maryland

219,197

203,003

16,194

North Carolina

206,788

226,234

-19,446

New York

197,956

91,482

106,474

California

170,370

174,373

-4,003

Pennsylvania

169,879

103,122

66,757

Florida

145,956

201,458

-55,502

Texas

108,147

93,353

14,794

1,218,293

1,093,025

125,268

Sub-total
Percent of all states

4-

Total, all states

47%
2,576,680

50%
2,178,832

31%
397,848
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and economic characteristics, such as age, education, employment, and income. Virginia has
experienced net inmigration for the past 40 years,
and, while its overall population has grown by 56
percent in that time, the number of inmigrants has
grown by 89 percent. Clearly, the characteristics of
these migrants have had a pronounced impact on
the state's demographics.
Two important questions come to mind when
looking at th characteristics of migrants. First, do
the characteristics of inmigrants to Virginia differ
substantially from those of outmigrants? What if
all the Virginians leaving were college graduates,
while all those moving to Virginia were high school
dropouts? Or to take a slightly different example,
what if all the people who left the Commonwealth
were welfare recipients, while all those moving to
Virginia had incomes over $100,000 per year? Few
would argue that these hypothetical exchanges have
negligible effects.
However, since every inmigrant to Virginia
is an outmigrant from somewhere else, logic suggests that the types of people entering the state will
be similar to the types of people moving away. Even
though we think of those leaving Virginia as
"outmigrants," from the perspective of the states
they move to they are "inmigrants." People who
move across state lines tend to have common characteristics that help explain why they moved in the
first place. Examples include students going away
to college or people relocating to take a new job.
There are some exceptions to the rule that inmigrant and outmigrant characteristics will be nearly
the same, especially when a state or substate area
offers a unique economic or lifestyle situation. For
example, many more people move to Florida to retire
than leave Florida to retire elsewhere, so that state's
inmigrants and outmigrants most likely have very
different demographic characteristics.
The second question is whether those moving to the Commonwealth are similar to the
population already here. Even though there are good
reasons to think that demographic and economic
characteristics of inmigrants and outmigrants will
be very close, there is no reason to think they will
be the same as those of nonmovers. These groups
would have similar characteristics only if a representative cross-section ofthe population moved from
state to state, which is very unlikely. For instance,
we know that, as people age, they tend to move less
frequently and not to go so far when they do movewith the major exception, of course, of retirement
migration.
A three-way comparison between the characteristics of inmigrants, outmigrants, and nonmovers
provides a means for exploring these questions. Com-

paring these three groups helps show the impact
migration makes on the Commonwealth's population and will reveal, among other things, the extent
to which Virginia's inmigrants have raised or lowered the state's levels ofeducation and income. When
a highly skilled or educated person moves here, Virginia benefits from that person's training without having
had to invest its own resources in his or her education.
To the extent that Virginia attracts more highly skilled
workers from other states than it loses, the Commonwealth benefits from an improved labor force.
AGE. Figure 4 shows the 1990 age distribution of inmigrants, outmigrants, and nonmovers.
At the younger ages-from 5 to 19-the proportion of inmigrants and outmigrants and nonmovers
is about the same. But beyond age 20 the groups
rapidly diverge. Large proportions of interstate
migrants are young adults between the ages of 20
and 29, compared to much smaller proportions of
nonmovers. About one-third of both in and
outmigrants are in this age group, compared to fewer
than 16 percent of nonmovers. At the other end of
the age spectrum, relatively few interstate migrants
are over age 45, compared to a third of nonmovers.
And only 1.5 percent of all interstate migrants are
75 years old or older-compared to over 5 percent
of all nonmovers.
The impression given by Figure 4 is that
nonmovers are older than interstate migrants, an
impression that is confirmed by calculating the
average age of each group. The average age of
inmigrants to Virginia was 29.8 years in 1990, and
outmigrants averaged 31.1 years. The average age
of nonmovers, however, was 38.3 years. Nor is it
difficult to see why this bias towards young adult
ages exists among interstate migrants. Almost a quarter
of all migrants are military personnel or students
leaving home to attend college (see Figure 5), both
groups in heir late teens to late twenties.These figures also lend support to the notion that the
demographic characteristics of inmigran ts and
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FIGURE 4
Age Differences
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The people we are
calling nonmovers
may, in fact, have
moved from one
county to another in
Virginia, or moved
from one residence
to another within the
same jurisdiction.
Therefore the term
"nonmover, "as
used here, means
aperson who lived
in Virginia in 1985
and in 1990.
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FIGURE 5
Military Service and College Enrollment
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FIGURE 6
Educational Attainment
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outmigrants are similar and distinct from those of
nonmovers.
EDUCATION. How did the Old Dominion fare in terms of attracting college-educated
individuals? Figure 6 shows that Virginia did very
well. Persons moving to Virginia were significantly
better educated than nonmovers-but so were those
who left the state. However, since the number of
inmigrants was much larger than the number of
outmigrants, Virginia gained about 81,000 persons
with some college and/or an associate's degree and
had a net gain of 103,000 persons with a bachelor's,
graduate, or professional degree. The balance of in
and outmigration thus strongly favored the Commonwealth in terms of education.
EMPLOYMENT & UNEMPLOYMENT.
Figure 7 shows that nonmovers are more likely to
be employed in the civilian labor force than interstate migrants and that nonmovers are also more
likely to not be in the labor force at all. This apparent contradiction is explained by the miniscule
proportion of nonmovers who are in the Armed
Forces and therefore are excluded from statistics
on the civilian labor force. If we combine the proportions of everyone who is working, which means
combining the employed civilian labor force and
the military, the result shows that, somewhat surprisingly, inmigrants have the greatest proportion
working at 62 percent, followed by outmigrants at
59 percent, and last by nonmovers at 54 percent.
The fact that interstate migrants are more likely to
be working than nonmovers is surprising when we
consider the high proportions attending school.
Another reason for the low proportion of working
nonmovers is their very high proportion among those
not in the labor force. Those include retired persons, full-time students, inmates of institutions, and
individuals who work without pay, such as housewives and other unpaid family workers.

High
School
Graduate or
Less

Some
College &
Associate
Degree

Bachelor,
Graduate
or Professional
Degree

Unemployment rates are higher for interstate
migrants than nonmovers. Almost 3 percent of
inmigrants were unemployed in 1990, as were 3.4
percent of all outmigrants. These rates are about a
full percentage point higher than the unemployment
rate for nonmovers, which was 2.4 percent.
INCOME. Given the differences in their proportions of educational attainment and rates of
employment, it is somewhat surprising that income
for interstate migrants and nonmovers is so close.
Table 2 shows personal income for each group.
Interestingly, there are hardly any differences
between the groups in the middle of the distribution, from around $20,000 through $40,000.
There are, however, differences at both ends
of the income distribution. This pattern is clearer
at higher income levels.Sixteen percent of all
outmigrants, 14.2 percent of all inmigrants, and
13.5 percent of all nonmovers have incomes of
$40,000 or more. Thus, while people leaving Virginia are more likely to be affluent than those moving
here, inmigrants are better off, on average, than
nonmovers.

KGIN.L4'5 FUTURE
.MIGRATION PATTERNS
Virginia experienced high rates of net migration
over the last 30 years, swelling its population by
over 55 percent. Because interstate migrants are better
educated, more affluent, and more likely to be
employed than non-migrants, the wave of migrants
entering the state between 1985 and 1990 brought
many economic benefits to the Commonwealth.
But, as this article demonstrates, migration can
change dramatically over time. What do we know
about this decade's patterns?
Between census years, migration can only be
estimated, not directly measured. The U.S. Bureau
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TABLE 2
Household Income
Household
Income
Under $5,000
5,000 - 9,999
10,000 - 14,999
15,000 - 19,999
20,000 - 24,999
25,000 - 29,999
30,000 - 34,999
35,000 - 39,999
40,000 - 44,999
45,000 - 49,999
50,000 - 59,999
60,000 - 74,999
75,000 - 99,999
$100,000 or more

Foreign Migration
A considerable number of Virginia migrants cross U.S.
borders. Foreign migration to Virginia grew from 12

Inmigrants

Outmigrants

Nonmovers

16.0%
12.3
13.0
10.7
8.9
6.6
5.2
3.7
2.9
2.1
2.9
2.3
1.3
1.1

16.8%
11.7
11.6
10.8
8.8
6.7
5.2
3.8
3.1
2.3
3.2
2.8
1.6
1.4

17.2%
13.5
11.8
10.5
8.7
6.7
5.3
3.7
2.8
1.9
2.7
2.1
1.3
1.3

percent of all U.S. immigration in 1955-60 to 15 percent

•

in 1985-90, still somewhat lower than the national average of 19 percent. Some international migration is due

•

to American citizens returning home after employment

•

or military service abroad. In other cases, foreign-born

•

migrants come to the U.S. to stay temporarily or perma-

•

nently. (For a closer look at foreign immigration to the

•

Old Dominion, see the April 1997 edition of The Virginia
Newsletter, "Increased Immigration: An Asset for Virginia"

by Donna J. Tolson.)

of the Census makes annual estimates of three different types of migration: domestic, or interstate,
migration (the focus of this article), international
migration (immigration and emigration), and federal civilian movement, which refers to the
international movement of military personnel and
civilian employees of the federal government.
Recently released statistics on migration since 1990
indicate that Virginia continues to attract migrants
from other states, but at reduced levels from the
last decade. In the seven years since the 1990 census was conducted, the Census Bureau estimates
that Virginia has gained only 70,000 new residents
from other states, less than a third of the net interstate migration that occurred between 1985 and 1990.
Although domestic migration to Virginia has
apparently slowed, immigration and the reloca-

tion of military and federal government employees
from overseas have accounted for large increases in
Virginia's population. The Census Bureau estimates
that Virginia has gained about 106,000 new residents through immigration since 1990 and another
60,000 new residents through military and federal
government employment relocation. Taken together
with net domestic migration, these estimates suggest that Virginia has already realized a net gain of
236,000 new residents since 1990, equal to 3.5 percent of the state's 1997 total population.
These trends are also reflected in a new set of
state population projections which were issued by
the Census Bureau in May 1997. According to these
projections, Virginia's total population will grow by
1,848,000 between 1995 and 2025. While 16 percent of this increase will be due to net interstate
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FIGURE 7
Employment Status
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instance, Virginia's foreign-born population was better
educated than the overall population in 1990.
Although we do not know the demographic characteristics offederal employees, certain conclusions can
be drawn about them: they are, by definition,
employed, most likely in a professional or technical
field, and they have had the broadening experience
of working and living in another country.
Virginia's population will continue to grow
and change as more and more people from all over
the globe take up residence here. If the demographic
patterns of the past persist, migration will continue
to economically benefit the Commonwealth by supplying adults who are younger, better educated, and
more likely to be working than nonmigrants.•
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migration, twice that amount-32 percent-will be
due to net immigration. If these projections are
realized, Virginia will be one of the most popular
destinations for those moving to the U.S. from abroad,
ranking 8th among all the states in the number of
immigrants. In contrast, Virginia will rank 16th in
terms of net interstate migration.
Whether or not these changes in the composition of our inmigrant population will significantly
alter the demographic characteristics of the state
remains to be seen. Recent research on the foreignborn population in Virginia suggests that, in most
social and economic aspects, immigrants do not differ
substantially from other Virginians. Where differences do exist, the foreign born often excel. For
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