
Description of Topic 

Education is viewed as an investment that enables individuals to more successfully 

find and compete for opportunities offered in a society. Basic models portray migration 

as a strategy by which individuals use their investment in education, and other human 

capital, to respond to the spatial distribution of opportunities. For instance, research 

indicates that highly educated individuals operate in a national job market, and are 

thereby more likely than less educated individuals, to make long distance moves.  

Yet, there is a preponderance of evidence that the returns to investments in 

education vary by race and ethnicity: members of disadvantaged minority groups receive 

less for their investments in education. This differentially effects the migration strategies 

used by Blacks, Hispanics and Whites. This study analyzes the role of education in 

determining whether differences exist in the repeat migration of those groups with respect 

to return and onward migration, once other socio-demographic variables are controlled. 

DaVanzo and Morrison (1981) illustrated that, through a process of self- 

selection, migrants who return to places where they have previously lived differ from 

those who move onward, or do not return, in their motives, characteristics, and 

circumstances, both before and after the initial move, and in any subsequent moves. One 

of the important differentiating characteristics is education. Research on Whites
1
 shows 

the less educated are more likely to return to areas in which they have previously resided, 

and the more educated are more likely to move on to new areas. 

 Comparisons of the rates at which differing race/ethnicities make repeat 

migrations, and whether one group is more likely to make return or onward migrations, is 

important. The redistribution of these groups within the larger society is greatly 

influenced by repeat migration.  Further, knowing these rates may be useful for 

increasing understanding of whether migration is utilized differentially during the years 

when careers and families are being built.  

 There is little research on repeat migration because it requires data about places 

of residence at many points in an individual's life. Census data provide only three data 

points for migrants: place of birth, residence five years earlier, and current residence. 

                                                 
1
 DaVanzo (1976) notes that analyses are restricted to Whites because the number of Non-White families in 

the IDP data was too small to support separate analysis. However, more recently the PSID has been over 

sampling Hispanics (http://psidonline.isr.umich.edu/) 



This lack of information is particularly problematic for studying repeat migration, 

because much of this migration is sequenced throughout the lifetime, with a high 

proportion of the movements occurring during the young adult years (Long, 1973.) 

According to Toney, Berry and Cromartie (2004) a complete distinction between primary 

and repeat migration, and the subcategories of repeat migration (onward and return,) 

requires the identification and timing of all prior residences. 

 The absence of ethnic and racial comparisons of return and onward migration is 

another important gap in this line of research. The deficiency is particularly significant 

for Hispanics. A major reason for this gap is that the earliest panel studies did not include 

enough Blacks or Hispanics for meaningful comparisons, although there is separate 

informative literature on Black return migration, primarily to the South (Newbold, 1997; 

Lieberson, 1978; Campbell, Johnson and Strangler, 1974; Adelman, et. al, 2000.) This 

study will analyze the role of education in directing the repeat migration patterns of 

Blacks, Hispanics and Whites utilizing the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, 

NLSY79.  

 

Theoretical Focus 

According to human capital models, education is an investment individuals make 

in their futures. In relation to migration, education variables consistently show statistical 

significance. Studies examining the link between migration and education have provided 

an array of information. Schwartz (1976) asserts that for any educational level, the rate of 

migration declines with age, and the rate of migration for any age increases with 

education. More educated individuals move, on the average, longer distances, and are less 

risk averse than are less-educated persons. Weisbrod (1962) sees the process of migration 

as one of spatial shifting based on external effects of education.  

DaVanzo (1983; DaVanzo and Morrison, 1981) examine propositions about 

return moves by using longitudinal data from the 1968-75 Panel Study of Income 

Dynamics, PSID. These analyses find that whether repeat migrations are return or onward 

depend on educational level and employment status. Onward migrants tend to be 



younger
2
, better educated, more highly skilled and better informed about opportunities 

and amenities at an array of possible destinations than are return migrants. Moreover, the 

most educated are most prone, when making a short-interval repeat move, to favor a new 

destination; the less educated tend to return to areas where they lived before. In addition 

DaVanzo (1983) maintains the less educated are the likeliest to return quickly. 

Although there is a large body of literature examining the relationship between 

migration and education, examination of these variables may yield different results when 

race/ethnicity is incorporated. The dominant ideology of education in America assumes 

that society is a place where an individual’s status depends on talent and motivation, not 

inherited position, connections, or privileges linked to ascriptive characteristics like race 

or ethnicity (Mickelson and Smith, 1998.) However, despite the fact that racial and ethnic 

differences in educational achievement and attainment have narrowed over the past three 

decades, there are still substantial gaps between Blacks, Hispanics and Whites. Although 

Black and Hispanic students are more likely to attend college than ever before, they are 

more likely than Whites to attend a community college than a four-year institution (Kao 

and Thompson, 2003.) Due to the significant impact of certain socio-demographic 

characteristics on migration outcomes, controls will be included for age, sex, employment 

status and length of residence. 

 

Data and Research Methods 

This research will build on the conceptualization and measurements developed by 

DaVanzo and Morrison. In particular, the study will break repeat migration into two 

types, namely return and onward. The National Longitudinal Study of Youth is a survey 

funded by the Bureau of Labor Statistics that has been ongoing since 1979 (NLSY79.) 

Data in the NLSY79 allows for comparisons of repeat migration, and examination as to 

whether differences exist in risk with respect to return versus onward migration.  It 

provides data on counties of residence at each interview date, as well as for county of 

birth, and county of residence at age 14, for each respondent.   

                                                 
2
 These results show that by comparison those in the age group 25-34 have the largest onward to return 

ratio; other age categories are (a) under 25 years; (b) 35-54 years; (c) 55+ years. 



Whether a respondent had ever migrated at the time of the initial interview is used 

to identify any repeat migration. While some ambiguity exists in distinguishing between 

onward and return migration because of movements from birth to age 14, and between 

age 14 and the first interview, place of birth and residence at 14 have been shown to be 

critical points in the pre-adult years. Furthermore, this is a much more extensive 

residence history than was available for DaVanzo and Morrison’s definitive study. 

Expected Findings 

The expected findings of this study are based on the following premises: (1) one’s 

level of education effects the direction of his or her migration, and (2) considerable gaps 

exist in the educational achievement and attainment between Blacks, Hispanics and 

Whites. This study hypothesizes that migration rates for race and ethnic groups at 

different educational levels will be different after controlling for age, sex, employment 

status and length of residence. Specifically, Blacks and Hispanics are expected to have 

higher rates of return migration, and Whites will have higher rates of onward migration, 

once these socio-demographic characteristics are controlled.  

 

References 

 

Adelman, R.M., C. Morett, and S.E. Tolnay. 2000. “Homeward Bound: The Return 

Migration of Southern-Born Black Women 1940 to 1990.” Sociological Spectrum 

20:433-463. 

 

Campbell, R.R., D.M. Johnson, and G. Strangler. 1974. “Return Migration of Black 

People to the South.” Rural Sociology 39:514-528. 

 

DaVanzo, J. 1983. “Repeat Migration in the United States: Who Moves Back and Who 

Moves On?” The Review of Economics and Statistics 65:552-559. 

 

DaVanzo, J. 1976. “Why Families Move: A Model of the Geographic Mobility of 

Married Couples.” Rand. 

 

DaVanzo, J.S. and P.A. Morrison. 1981. “Return and Other Sequences of Migration in 

the United States.” Demography 18: 85-101. 

 

Kao, G. and Thompson, J.S. 2003. “Racial and Ethnic Stratification and Educational 

Achievement and Attainment.” Annual Review of Sociology 29:417-442. 

 



Lieberson, S. 1978. “A Reconsideration of the Income Differences Found Between 

Migrants and Northern-Born Blacks.” American Journal of Sociology 83:940-966. 

 

Long, L.H. 1973. “New Estimates of Migration Expectancy in the United States.” 

Journal of the American Statistical Association 68:37-43. 

 

Mickelson, R.A. and Smith, S.S. 1998. “Can Education Eliminate Race, Class and 

Gender Inequality?” In M.D. Anderson and P.H. Collins (eds.) Race, Class and Gender, 

an Anthology 328-340. Wadsworth. 

 

Newbold, K.B. 1997. “Race and Primary, Return, and Onward Interstate Migration.” 

Professional Geographer 49:1-14. 

 

Schwartz, A. 1976. “Migration, Age and Education.” Journal of Political Economy 

84:701-719. 

 

Toney, M.B., E.H. Berry and J.B. Cromartie. 2004. “Primary and Repeat Migration: 

Comparisons of Hispanic, Black and Non-Hispanic White Migration in the United 

States.” A Paper presented at the Consortium of Utah Demographers, Salt Lake City, UT: 

February. 

 

Weisbrod, B.A.  1962. “Education and Investment in Human Capital.” The Journal of 

Political Economy 70:106-123.  

 

 

 

 

 


